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come, we that love the Lord
in the name of God, the compassionate, the merciful

s
uddenly it seems that we are a nation of unprepared students. Recent tragedies-terrorist
attacks and war in Mghanistan-have impressed on us a need to learn more about the turbulent
politics of the Middle East and the enigmatic culture surrounding Islam. American culture itself
may be far from homogeneous, but the recent jump in interest for things Middle Eastern (colleges
that have Arabic language programs report a 60% enrollment increase) should tell us that we have
been avoiqing something important. There may be good reasons for our reluctance. The difficulties
surrounding the Middle East have historically proven greater than anyone's ability or willingness
to understand. Indeed, the deeper one looks into history, the more one discovers the hopelessly
convoluted situation of this region at the crossroads of civilizations. But if Americans are not
strangers to conflict, why are we surprised when conflict is manifested in violence?
Consider the "surprise" of indigenous Middle Easterners-Muslims, Jews and Christianswho are thrown into a world of conflict at birth. Simply from the designations given to these various populations we can begin to understand the troublesome natures of their identities. The Israeli
Jew lives in a nation whose cultural and religious legacy is overshadowed by the spectre of a millennia-long persecution. But that same nation now wrestles with its policies of self-protection and
the alleged persecution of another people, finding little relief from internal debate and strife
brought on by those policies and reactions to them. The Arab Muslim's faith prescribes a strict
code of religious ethics that is truly amazing in its ability to permeate every aspect of the believer's
life. But some believers have been enticed by the benefits and comforts offered by capitalism while
others look on in betrayed disbelief. The faith of the Arab Christian carries, for many, a strong psychological association, however inaccurate, with Western culture. Some Christians in the Middle
East have benefitted greatly from the outpouring of humanitarian, financial and ecclesiastical assistance from Western Churches (some are also ignored) . But Arab Christians, on the street and in
worship, speak Arabic, a language sacralized by Islam. These ambiguities of identity and loyaltyand the above is a very cursory summary-have been played out again and again in the Middle
East. Numerous attempts have been made, in the last century alone, to define what it is to be Arab
or Israeli, Muslim, Jew or Christian.
With all that in mind, it seems that even before September 11 a justifiable rationale for studying
the Middle East did exist. Mark Swanson (see p.32), when asked why he studies Islam and Middle
Eastern Christianity, offers a simple but illustrative pedagogical suggestion: encounter difference.
The Middle East, rich with contrasts of culture, faith, ethnicity and politics, fosters learning at a
breathtaking pace. Nelly van Doom-Harder (see p.17), when asked the same question, traces her
interests in non-western Christianity and Muslim women to a deeply personal concern for the marginalized communities of the world. But her concern is far from sentimental. She articulates why
we must place such profound value on the unusual perspectives-both academic and spiritualwhic~ these groups offer: in the pure service of survival, many have begun to advocate open dialogue as the only way to move past violence.
The complexities of the Middle East have confounded all and Americans have discovered that
we are not unique in our confusions about September 11. But hope is not far from our own sense of
despair. Despite the appealing rhetoric of critics, the American experiment in ordered plurality has
offered a successful model of conflict resolution. Somehow we have responded positively to increasingly diverse American communities and have (for the most part) prevented enigma from becoming

How much effort
are we willing
to expend in
true interfaith
understanding?
Guest Editor Joshua
Messner presents
the challenge.

suspicion. Somehow Muslims, Jews and Christians have managed to gather around the table to discuss what has happened and how it affects our communities. Our expectations from such dialogue
may still be only vaguely defined but at least we have found a table, seated ourselves and begun the
conversation. Certain theological concessions may never be made, but our similarities in political,
social and economic spheres might be surprising. If the American experiment in ordered pluralism
has not proven entirely successful, it has at least created a space for honest-and prevailingly nonviolent-dialogue.
Honest interfaith dialogue must, however, remember its roots in the Middle East. The intellectual traditions of a culture that has not experienced (or suffered) a rational enlightenment must
still be considered. Scholars who describe religious life in Islam and Arab Christianity often make a
distinction between orthodoxy and orthopraxy. While a western believer might be more comfortable defining faith with a string of assertions and conclusions about the nature of God, the Arab
worshipper puts syllogisms aside, lights some incense, and bends the knees for prayer, trusting that
someone is listening. Divine truth is found not in the comfort of right reasoning but in the terror
and beauty of mystery. Tensions between truths are invited and contemplated until difference is
not overcome but transcended. Neither approach is superior, but dialogue that conflates these and
other differences is doomed to frustration.
In our relationship with the divine, humans encounter the most profound form of difference.
When Muslims speak publicly, they usually begin with a disclaimer of sorts: "Whatever I say today
that is good is from God. Whatever I say that is bad is from me." Christians and Jews will echo the
sentiment. We are members of a fallen humanity and we stand before a perfect God whose judgment none can escape. But God chooses again and again to speak to us through human voices.
Muhammad, Jesus and the Prophets of the Old Testament all speak divine words to human ears,
transforming ultimate difference into ultimate intimacy. In this life God's most precious gifts to us
are our human relationships and communities, gifts that begin to reveal the mysterious nature of
divine love. Face to face with the other, we experience differences that can make us whole. This
issue of The Cresset-conceived of long before September 11 but now rather timely-provides a
point of departure for continuing the search for God in a context of pluralism. May all who love
God transcend their confusions by reaching out to embrace the divinely different.
Salam,
]DM

Editor's Note : In view of the current flux in spellings, the editors have accepted the transliterations of
Arabic words supplied by our contributors.

Student Conference on Interfaith Dialogue
Friday and Saturday 22-23 March 2002 at Valparaiso University
Speakers: Frederick Denny, Ghulam Aasi, Amr Abdallah, Syafa'atun
ai-Mirzanah, Mark Swanson and others.
Hosted by the Department of Theology and the Interfaith Program
Coordinated by Theodore Ludwig and Nelly van Doom-Harder
All are welcome. Undergrads and high school students are especially
encouraged to attend.
For information email interfaith@valpo.edu
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Muslims in Wobegon
]eff Pieters
This is the third piece in a series commissioned for this year's Cresset concerning the question, "what and how
should the church-related university publish in the 21st c~ntury?" Participants have all been editors of Valparaiso University publications. Jeff Pieters was Editor of The Torch (September 1990-May 1992) and worked
as student assistant editor at The Cresset during some of that time. Readers who wish a more direct response
to this question should turn to Albert van den Heuval's article on Christians and the media on p.14.

-The Editor

I

am staccled by a wail that sounds Hke a lonely desert cry. It calls the faithful to wocship. About

50 men-and they are all men, and most of them young, ages 20 to 40-fill the first two rows. The
rows, 12 in all, are defined by lines of masking tape and face southeast. The men stand hip to hip,
uncomfortably close, a closeness suggestive of intermingled sweat and breath. But prescribed proximity: The space you leave, the devil will infiltrate. Shoulders overlapping, the men raise their hands
to their temples and begin the third of five daily prayers.
This is the mosque in Rochester, MN, a two-story stone building, formerly an American Legion
hall, set in a cluster of offices and apartments between downtown and the city's north side. There
are coats draped on hooks along the west wall, while across the room sunlight makes modest entry
through high-set windows. Five rows behind me a cream-colored fabric partition sets off the area
where women pray. Outside, a whole leaf-raking, gutter-cleaning, football-tossing city basks in a
vintage fall Saturday, a day on which industry and ease have declared easy detente. In here, though,
the air is charged with wondrous tension. The scent of incense invisibly drifts, and the chirps of
birds outside come muffled through these heavy walls and sound like tiny electro-static pops.
The imam calls again and the men drop to their knees, down upon on a well-worn Persian
carpet striped with high-pile scarlet-a surface the men's foreheads touch when they submit themselves to Allah. And when they've gone down, the room is completely silent-not a sniffle or a
cough. In the stillness, the men's ankles glisten with beads of water-residue of the pre-service
washing. "Sami-Allah hulayman humidah." Allah listens to those who praise him. This is the imam's
call to rise, and the men rise with what sounds like a collective groan. It is, in fact, murmured prayer:
"Rabbana-lakal hamd." Our Lord is worthy of all praise. The men prostrate four times in all. At service's end, they rise and prepare to leave. The late-comers finish their prayers in the sudden din.
Minnesota. What person's evocation of this place is not colored-if only in small part-by its
renderings in the hands of the state's creative artists? Names such as Howard Mohr, the filmmaking
Coen brothers, or Garrison Keillor, in whose fictional hometown, Lake Wobegon, "all the women
are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the children are above-average." Bits of daily life
buttress the image. I recall when "Fargo" had recently been released; I was standing in line at a Twin
Cities grocery store behind two women who chatted in a language built of grotesquely rounded
vowels. "Oh, yah, dat 'Fargo' movie, yah. We don't sound like dat, dooey?" Even old-timers sometimes joke that here, multi-culturalism amounts to the inclusion of both Norwegians and Swedes.
Yet this image-Minnesota as timeless cultural backwater-is a fading mirage. Last year's census
revealed a state of surprising vitality and change. Alone among its Upper Midwestern neighbors,
Minnesota is growing and diversifying at a rate commensurate with the leading U.S. states. Ninety
miles southeast of the Twin Cities, Rochester has been ascendant over the last decade as well. The
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city has added population at a dizzying clip of more than 1,000 residents per year, and has (by unofficial estimates) grown to 90,000 people, up two notches to be Minnesota's third-largest city, after
Minneapolis and St. Paul. Immigrants account for a healthy share of the growth. Somali, Bosnian,
Hispanic and Cambodian they come, moths drawn by the same flicker calling new residents of every
stripe. There are jobs to be had here-in health care, such as at Rochester's world-renowned Mayo
Clinic; in high-tech, at firms including IBM; and in an ever-growing service industry.
And while rapid growth and diversification can stress a city's (and its citizens') ability to cope,
Rochester is riding the rise with little apparent disturbance. Muslims I spoke with credit the established population for treating them with tolerance and respect. What also seems true-but is left
unsaid-is that Rochester's 5,000 Muslim citizens deserve credit, too. Joining what long has been a
homogenous society, they've had adapt to new ways of living. Meanwhile, they struggle with mixed
purpose-the desire to fit in tempered by a wish to preserve that which makes them Muslim. In
managing this balance, they, too, have had to tolerate and trust.
"God tells us in Qur'an that we should be living in harmony, that we are here in this world for a
very short period of time. Qur'an teaches us that we all came from Adam and Eve. We are familyregardless if you are Hindu, you're Christian, you're Buddhist." Broad-faced and bearded, with
wide brown eyes that sparkle when he laughs (which is often), Zaid Khalid came from Lahore, Pakistan, in 1987, a student sent by his family. Now 36 years old, Khalid has lived in Rochester for six
years. He is married, has three children and works as a software developer at IBM. In his spare time,
he's a spokesman for the Rochester Islamic Center.
Reaching out on behalf of his family in faith is a steady source of satisfaction. Khalid is invited
often to speak before church and civic groups. City interfaith groups have embraced local Muslims,
particularly since the September 11 attacks. A recent open house at the Center drew 500 curious
people including, Khalid says, an elderly Jewish woman. "She was so amazed," he said. "She said
this is the first time she is hearing about Islam, and she thinks we have almost everything in common.
Even the names of some of our prayers were very common; they were almost the same."
But between heartwarming episodes, there also are disappointments. Khalid recalls near-epic
friendliness and generosity in Pakistan, where, he says, foreign visitors are treated regally, and
where, "when you become friends with somebody, it's not just friendship between two people, it
becomes friendship between two families." Rochester is cooler. Khalid said, "I've been working at
IBM five years and nobody has ever invited me to their home. My best friend-he sits next to mel have invited him many times. He won't come." When workmates go to happy hour, Khalid can't,
because Islam prohibits drinking, or for that matter being anyplace "where people are committing
sins." Khalid said, "Sometimes you feel so lonely....You don't have any family here and there is
nobody to visit. Sometimes you want to talk to somebody. So the only friendship we get is from the
Islamic Center."
Friendliness is readily apparent at the mosque. Prayers ended, most people make for the door,
but an old man approaches me. Conspicuous among his younger colleagues, I had noticed him earlier, slouched in a plastic chair and murmuring words from a book in his lap. Large, slump-shouldered and smiling, he lumbers up to me, slips his right knuckles past my jacketed flank, and rings my
right upper arm in his hand. "Come, we talk," he said. "I buy you coffee." Caught off-guard, I defer.
"No, no," I say. "Please, I'll buy you coffee." Ludicrous. He pulls my arm. "No, no, no," he begins,
but before he can finish I am a quarterback in a collapsed pocket. Other men surround and begin
sounding me out. Soon I am borne out on their tide to the sidewalk, pausing only briefly on the tiles
in the chairless vestibule, awkwardly slipping into my shoes before stumbling out the paneled door.
Outside, I meet and talk with several men. There is a sharp-dressed local entrepreneur, Sheik-nor
Qassim, a Somali man who once owned a local art gallery. And Mohamed El Sheik, an Egyptian whose
earnest blue eyes are framed in Armani glasses. Others, too. I am led through a different door into
another part of the mosque. It is the Center's library, the walls lined with sumptuous leather-bound
books, a plane of spines writ in gold-foil Arabic. Four lightweight folding tables form a makeshift conference table. They seat me at the head. The door behind me blows open and shut in the wind.
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I sit with two young men: Shareef Al-Shinawi and Amjed Kamoun. Al-Shinawi, 24, like Khalid
works for IBM. He is Palestinian, but born in the United States. He has a round face, a short beard and
a faint, round scar under one eye. Kamoun, 25, is an exchange student from Tunisia in his last semester
at Rochester Community and Technical College, where he studies computers. He has a Roman nose
and a five-o'clock shadow, and, with his baseball cap on, he looks a bit like Boston Red Sox shortstop
Nomar Garciaparra. We talk for two hours, part of the time discussing life of Rochester Muslims, but
more frequently veering into international politics. Al-Shinawi is critical of U.S. military action, and
peppers his opinions with references to Noam Chomsky, Edward Said and Benjamin Franklin. U.S.
Muslims have been "overly apologetic" for the terrorist attacks, he says, and national media coverage
of Islam has been drawn chiefly on the opinions of "so-called experts who distort everything."
What draws his chief ire, Al-Shinawi says, is media handling of the term "fundamentalist."
"Fundamentalist is good," he said. "That I don't drink-does that make me extremist? That I go to
prayer-does that?" There is a distinction-and not a very subtle one, at that-between those
devoted to their faith and those who, in the name of that faith, carry out criminal acts, he says. "The
people who did this should be brought to justice. Justice should be complete." Local treatment has
been better, the men say. "People for the most part have been very supportive," Al-Shinawi said.
Various reports are that since September 11, Rochester Muslims have been subject to fairly minor
harassments: shouted obscenities, gestures and threatening phone calls. One Pakistani-American
family reported a U.S. flag of theirs had been burned. In some of these cases, it is unclear if race
prompted the harassment. The worst Al-Shinawi and Kamoun have seen, even before the attacks,
was high school-aged kids in passing cars jeering at Muslims outside the Center. That stopped after
Rochester police temporarily stationed a squad car outside the mosque.
Though the local picture looks good, Kamoun said he worries national sentiment may shift
against Muslims. That could block his plan to continue his education here. The national debate of
freedom versus security means something different to him. U.S. freedom is his security. How to
handle this grimness? Al-Shinawi smiles. "Everything is in the hands of Allah."
Amer and Rana Mikati live in a northwest-side townhouse. The high-ceilinged living room is
open and comfortable, sparingly furnished with dark, traditional furniture. There is tea on the table
and a tray of snacks. The Mikatis and their three children are Palestinian-Americans. They moved
to Rochester in 1999 from Kent, Ohio, and have lived in this townhouse for one year. Amer is a
pharmacist with offices near Mayo Clinic. Rana is a French translator for the Clinic. By most every
measure, the Mikatis are happy. Work days are stimulating for Amer, who feels "like I'm achieving
my educational potential here." Rana appreciates walking downtown "without any fear." As in
Kent, which also has a sizable Muslim population, she feels inconspicuous in her scarf and abayah.
She jokes: "There, everybody thought I was a student. Here, everybody thinks I'm sick."
But Rana's life is not free of concern. She worries for her children, foremost her eldest daughter,
who is approaching the age when she may choose whether, like Rana, to wear traditional clothing"lt's her choice," Rana says-and when she will face other choices as well. Drinking and dating are
of particular concern. "To have a boyfriend when you're 11 or 12 doesn't make any sense," Rana
said. "I don't want it to happen. It scares me." Of course, these kinds of fears can be found in any
Rochester household. But Muslim families in particular are prone to finding their beliefs at odds
with predominant school-age culture. Differences arise even in something as seemingly trivial as a
children's costume party. Halloween, Khalid says, is off-limits for religious reasons. But his children
want to join in. "It's very hard," he said. "You don't want to break their hearts, but at the same time,
you don't want to compromise what you believe in. Eventually, I think they'll understand."
Encouragement, Khalid says, is supplied by long-time Rochester Muslims-"people who are
second- or third-generation in this country... and they still have their same identity. They contribute
fully in this culture, but they know at the same time where to draw the line." Likewise, the Mikatis
are optimistic they have found the right balance. Amer said, "We are part of the fabric of this society.
We teach our kids to be proud to be an American, and at the same time, to be proud they are a
Muslim. It can be both. I don't see any conflict."

Rashid and Sheba Sehmi long ago resolved that conflict. Growing up in northern India, in Delhi
and Lucknow, respectively, they were religious minorities in their native land. Each attended schools
whose enrollment was nine-tenths non-Muslim. "Religion was not a barrier," Rashid said. "Those
issues were not there. Everybody was friends." Upbringing, if nothing else, prepared the Sehmis for
life in a place like Rochester. It made them comfortable with minority status, even if they have not
always felt like minorities. They saw things making life in the United States, whatever its various
quirks, seem comforting. In India, "I have seen communal violence," Rashid said. "I have seen
people burning shops."
Now, the Sehnis visit antique shops, and in fact visited one in Fountain, a small town near
Rochester, on September 12. "Nobody stared at us," Sheba said. "They just treated us so nice." Of
the Muslims I met, this denim-clad couple seemed the most comfortably "American." They own a
new two-story house, buy the staples of life at Sam's Club, and have but one wish for their new home
city: a few more fine restaurants.
Until recent years, Rochester's immigrants have been skilled professionals, like the Mikatis and
Sehmis. But now, a new class of immigrants-Somali and Bosnian refugees-constitutes the bulk of
the incoming population. Most wind up in relatively low-paying jobs, often hired as temporary
workers for assembly lines or food processing plants. Though they have an easier time finding
housing than middle-class Muslims do, they often have a harder time fitting into American life.
Many do not speak English; some have not even seen indoor plumbing before. This demographic
shift among immigrants almost certainly will require redoubled efforts on Rochester's part. When
city immigrants were primarily doctors and engineers-and Mayo Clinic patients-tolerance came
easier, for economic reasons if not humanitarian. It will be interesting to see how Rochester-its
best elements and its worst-responds to a growing batch of immigrants with substantial needs.
There is little doubt in the Muslim community its ranks will continue to grow. While a typical
city of 100,000 is (according to Rashid Sehmi) fortunate to have one mosque, Rochester soon will
have two. The Islamic Center recently bought 73 acres north of the city limits and plans to build a
mosque and education center there. A Washington, D.C.-based developer is moving ahead with
plans to build 26-story high-rise that will include apartments specially designed for Muslims,
including visitors to the Clinic. But the September 11 attacks reminded everyone of the fragility of
the deal between immigrant and adopted homeland-or, for that matter, between visitor and destination. (Some of Mayo Clinic's Muslim visitors left the U.S. on United Arab Emirates-chartered
planes after the attacks, said Khalid.) Muslims were eerily absent from Rochester's streets in the
days after September 11. And though subsequent days have seen their return, Muslims seem quite
aware the world's eyes are upon them; they are perhaps the most scrutinized people on earth.
According to Khalid, "Initially, people were very scared. But now, their fear is gone. They are back
to normal. The Islamic Center is full again."
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How Did We Get Here?
caveats and encouragements from history

Charles Amjad-Ali
Professor Amjad-Ali has graciously given us permission to publish his lecture despite unusual conditions. It
was transcribed and lightly edited by others but severe illness has prevented him from checking over the piece
himself. His trust and generosity is appreciated and we apologize in advance for any transcription errors we
-The Editor
might have made.
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eligion and politics in Islam and Chdscianity pments a oenttal challenge to ChdsrianMuslim relations, and is thus a topic that most people would rather avoid. Perhaps it is no surprise
to those who know me that I would choose it as a topic for this keynote address. Never have these
issues been more pressing than they are now, and never have they demanded more careful attention.
In order to talk about religion and politics in this context, and thus also about Islamic fundamentalism, several general statements must be made.
First, we must see that there is a very problematic confusion in the West, which sees the separation of church and state as equivalent to the separation of religion and politics. The institutional
question is drawn into an ontological wedge. On the one hand, church and state separation is indeed
necessary and a critical institutional issue; on the other hand, our commitments in religion and politics are part of what makes us human, and therefore it is in some sense impossible to separate them
as we have tried to do. Recognizing this difficulty will allow us to talk with Islam a little more creatively, for when we ignore it we are left epistemologically weak. Indeed when we are asked to evaluate contemporary global events and their historical causes we will find ourselves utterly at a loss.
My second prefacing point is that the institutional factors that were at stake in the separation of
church and state for us in the West were never the same in the Islamic context or in Islamic historical development. There has not been, until very recently, any argument about having a clerical base
of authority in Islam. Islam did not have the same kind of ecclesiastical players, nor did it have the
same kind of state formation or the particular historical realities (such as wars of religion) that produced them and resulted in pushing religion from the public sphere.
Third, Islam had a religio-political foundation which Christianity did not experience until the
fourth century. Islam began and almost immediately had an empire. Christianity suffered for 300
years as a minority religion under persecution, and Christianity's founding texts reflect that outlook. Only later, when Christianity had become dominant by decree, did those same texts come to
have a completely different context in a post-Constantinian world.
Fourth, we know that the application of the word "fundamentalism" is a problem. My difficulty is not just with the word, but with the concept that lies behind the word and its particular history in the West (and even more specifically in the U.S.). The word defined a particular movement,
with its particular relation to the sacred text, which was different from and raised questions for the
mainstream religious culture. Fundamentalists questioned what kind of hermeneutics this text could
be subjected to: who, how, and when. The resultant piety began to surface in the U.S. in the early
part of the last century. The term "fundamentalist" was not used first-and please understand thisas a negative, exogenous definition. It was a label people took upon themselves: "I am a fundamentalist." Only later did the term begin to acquire a negative meaning in the more academic and postenlightenment-"scientific and rational"-theology. However, in the case of Islam, neither the contextual character of the word nor the concept itself has any validity, in part because it has no endogenous source. Islam's relation to its sacred text had a different character from the beginning. The text
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was the logos tou theou-the word of God. It was not carrying the word of God in it, it was the
word of God. So I use the term because we have all become familiar with it as a shorthand, but I do
so with the caution that it is not altogether as simple as we may have been led to expect.
The discussion above will become a little clearer when we look at some of the current debates
on the issue of Islamic fundamentalism, and their implications for political decision-making-particularly policy-making-in the international arena in which we all dwell, despite our very ghettoized way of viewing the world. After the collapse of Communism, the focus of international attention shifted to the disruptive and dangerous potential of Islamic fundamentalism. In particular, and
by extension therefore, the whole of Islam was to be condemned: not simply a particular group of
Muslims was threatening, but all Muslims were now seen as a threat. Islam in general became a
threat. The issue of Islamic power as a threat had already begun to surface in the U.S. with the oil
crisis of the early 1970s. The West had begun to focus on Islamic fundamentalism in 1979; particularly with the Iranian revolution which overthrew the Pahlavi Shahinshah-a stable ally of the West,
"an island of stability," in Carter's words. Then came the consequent American hostage crisis of the
1980s. (Ted Koppel became a big name because Nightline was created with its banner titled not
''Americans," but ''America held hostage.")
Since then, the U.S. and its European allies have been closely monitoring the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. They projected the emergence of several fundamentalist governments in the Middle
East. Notice that only 7% of Muslims come from the Arabic speaking world, but always the whole
collapse was based on the Middle East. Please understand this: when you talk about Islam, only 7
percent are Arabic speaking, and yet the whole criteria of "Islamdom" is proposed in the Middle
Eastern context. Iran, by extension, is made Middle Eastern even though it is not Arabic speaking.
When you do this kind of talking, nomenclature itself predicts an outcome. Political forces were
seen to face an internal challenge from fundamentalist forces within their own borders. Western
governments noted a "rise of fundamentalism" in all Islamic countries and therefore all their governments were by definition unstable. In general, the West began to view the possibility of fundamentalist governments with considerable apprehension, though fundamentalism is, in fact, an
umbrella term. My argument is that "fundamentalism" is a classic modernist project; it does not
take the traditional hermeneutics of Islam seriously. Fundamentalism is between me and the text as
an intellect. It's a Cartesian move: I can do it, I don't need the tradition of interpretation. So though
fundamentalism is in fact an umbrella term which embraces extremists as well as pietists, it is the
extremist groups in Algeria, Egypt, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, and by extension in Pakistan, Iran and
Turkey (which are not Arabic speaking but have now been termed a part of "the Arab world") that
concern the western powers.
Insofar as these extremists, acting in the name of Islam, champion an ideology explicitly hostile
to the West (and to the U.S. in particular), it is not surprising that there is a demand to monitor them.
But, there is, as yet, little consensus as to the best approach. One position holds that Islamic fundamentalism is the new communism. Consequently-as with our communist enemies-we must employ
whatever methods are available to contain the threat. An adjunct to this view is that Islamic fundamentalism is the vanguard of a coming civilizational clash between the West and the Muslim world.
Another, more moderate position holds that the issue is not Islamic fundamentalism itself but the
present violence and the character of extremism in religion which is emerging everywhere. Islamic
fundamentalism itself is seen as a cultural phenomenon and therefore beyond the scope of the machination of the U.S. government and foreign policy. So we must monitor the extremists and violent
activists rather than worry about fundamentalism-which is merely the cultural aspect of the issue.
These two positions are only drawn here as abstractions. In practice, individual policy makers
and commentators do give voice to the full range of combinations possible from these two positions. Until recently the argument was dominated by those who believe that Islamic fundamentalism
is a primary security concern for the U.S., which therefore must put in place a whole new monitoring system and intelligence community. During the Clinton administration there was, for a time,
a move towards a more nuanced approach in which extremism, rather than Islam, was seen as a
security problem. The present regime (I use the word regime in its Straussian sense) is still too new
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to make a similar analytical judgment, but the anticipated trajectories do not appear hopeful to me.
Still, the issue is far from settled, and outcomes are almost impossible to predict.
Again, in recent years there has been a steady growth in the belief that Islamic fundamentalism
is the new communism. Adherents to this position claim that fundamentalist Islam is a force as
potent and as dangerous as Soviet communism was in its heyday. Islamic fundamentalism, like communism, is an ideology that explicitly rejects the social, economic and political views characteristic
of the secular West-whatever we might mean by that term. Just as communism thrived as an international movement fostered by a revolutionary regime in the Soviet Union and later in China,
Islamic fundamentalism thrives as an international movem~nt fostered by the revolutionary regime
in Iran. We have not yet been able to lay explicit blame on Iraq, but still much blame is leveled quite
regularly on it, making it the new China. In this view, Islamic fundamentalism brings to its struggle
not simply the ideological zealotry that was once characteristic of Soviet communism, but also the
religious zealotry of jihad, which makes it that much more dangerous. Communism at least had
some pragmatic reality to it, but this ideology is too purely ideological. The equation of Islamic fundamentalism with communism has been made most forcefully by Daniel Pipes in the pages of the
journals Middle East Quarterly and Commentary, as well as Peter Rodman, a former staff member
of Reagan's National Security Council and, to a lesser degree, my former teacher at Princeton,
Bernard Lewis, who holds that Islam is incompatible with democracy. One might ask however, in
thinking about the compatibility of religious outlook with political forms, why it took 1800 years
for Christianity to ally itself with a democratic process?
Another interpretation has been developed by Samuel Huntington, author of the popular title
The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. According to Huntington, security problems will henceforth parallel the fundamental divide between the world's civilizations. He divides the
world into "households" (oikumenai), which are clashing along religious lines-the biggest being that
between the West and Islam. So he argues a post-competitive ideology: the Judeo-Christian West is
destined to be in conflict with the Muslim Near East and perhaps with the Muslim world in general.
An alternative position-that there is no Islamic threat-has been cogently argued by John
Esposito of Georgetown University. According to Esposito, there are great differences among those
labeled as fundamentalist by observers from the West. Esposito concedes that armed violent groups
such as al-Gama'a al-Islamiyya in Egypt, Hizbullah in Lebanon and the armed Islamic groups in
Algeria jeopardize stability and human rights in the Middle East, but he points out that such groups
are only the extremist fringe of the Islamic movement and that political Islam, a term that he finds
preferable, is a multi-faceted and dynamic force in the contemporary debate on politics in the world
and that we have to take it seriously. He argues further that there is an inherent harmony between
Islam and democracy and that democracy and Islam are not alien to each other. Rather than
attacking political Islam, he advises the West to nurture Islamic moderates. If extremist Muslims
enter government and have to work with a military and elected officials, they will be forced to compromise and abandon some of the rigidity that characterized them in opposition.
We could wish that echoes of this position could be found in intermittent statements made by
Clinton and his security advisor Anthony Lake. After restrictions were announced on punishable
donations from American citizens to terrorist groups, Clinton publicly tried to assure American
Muslims that our target was extremist Muslims and not Islam itself. We wanted to make it clear that
ancient antagonisms between Islam and the West would no longer direct our agenda. But what is
our agenda in the Middle East? Political leaders in the West want liberalization in the Middle East,
but only on our terms. When the Organization of the Islamic Conference held a conference in
Mecca, organizers were "asked" to change the site to Riyadh, to accommodate the presence of a
Christian delegate who could not enter Mecca. We didn't want Gamal Abdel Nasser because he was
leaning towards socialism.
For years American officials have understood that lack of political participation combined with
an ever younger, ever more educated population with fewer economic avenues for success, is a recipe
for social unrest. This group-not the elite classes and not the poor classes-is being addressed by the
politically active fundamentalists. But even given this grave concern, Washington adopts an essentially

conservative, status quo policy that makes Saudi Arabia-the most conservative regime in the Middle
East (where women are not permitted to drive cars for example, and non-Muslims are not permitted
to pray)-our greatest ally. Iran, by contrast, has at least a dozen women members in its cabinet and
has had more elections than any other Middle Eastern country, yet it is not one of our allies. U.S.
policy clearly has nothing to do with ideological interests. Other interests are operational here.
The degree of support varies from firm commitment in Egypt and Saudi Arabia to lukewarm
commitment to Zeroual of Algeria. Only in two instances has U.S. policy adopted as hard a line
toward military authoritarian government as toward radical political Islamists. The two were not
fundamentalist Muslim regimes: Qaddafi and Saddam Hussein, both bombed by the U.S. In each of
these exceptions, the tag of fundamentalism is absent, but the U.S. turned on them when they turned
publicly against the U.S. Given the likelihood that future reform in the Middle East will involve
people who believe that religion should be-should be-an integral and even central part of civic life,
we have to deal with political Islam seriously.
Given the likelihood that reform will come out of legitimate regimes, we should stop worrying
about fundamentalism and start worrying about the reforms that are needed in this society. Making
our aid and loans contingent upon political reform is only one way we can support the moderates, but
it cannot become a controlling mechanism. Commitment to political Islam does not make one an
advocate of violence and terror; it does however, make one a proponent of radical social change in
societies that have had feudal systems and monarchies. In the face of our need to help moderates in
reforming their societies, look at whom we support. If we are committed to democratic structures,
we've got to talk about democracy in countries throughout the Middle East. Few countries are likely to
resemble Iran unless violent revolution becomes the only viable alternative to the current order of
despotic, feudal systems. We may not be able to prevent violence and extremism, but we should at least
not be a party to them by supporting those oppressive regimes which are keeping the fundamental
rights of the people at bay. Without the U.S. billions, without its public and private encouragement,
authority and governments in the Middle East will be far less able to resist the social and political
reform that these countries so desperately need and which people in these countries are demanding.
This is the talk about political Islam. Where do we go in talking about the more specifically religious Islam? Traditionally, it has impressed itself onto the consciousness of Christianity as the Other.
Unfortunately we have usually responded to this Other in negative terms. It is now clear that we need
a new theological discourse for a new relationship, one which is no longer based on an internal discussion within the West itself, but rather on a relation between our idea of what it means to be a Christian
and an existence which has a fundamental plurality of values, located in a multiple religious system, as
it was in the early church. Christendom is not always the paradigm we should set for discourse.
Of course we must also be careful not to sacrifice those elements integral to Christianity. I'm
not asking for a watered-down version of Christianity-but if you accept the uniqueness of Christianity you must also accept the uniqueness of other religions. Some people believe that religious
indifference prevents us from understanding either our own or other religious commitments. This is
the "all cats are gray in the dark" argument. But surely we need more light to see our own as well as
others' cats? This is the logos part of the argument. The dia logos is going through your logos, not
compromising it. We must not become so provincial that the universal implications of creation, salvation and eschatology are lost in some kind of polemical zeal, which insists that my religion is
better than yours. The quest for a Christianizing mission among Muslims is better known for its
ultimate failure, in spite of romantic statements, than for its successes.
The struggle to develop a theology in the context of Islam is jeopardized by two very important
and difficult problems. On the one hand, we have to overcome the political and social legacy of
Western Christianity, whatever its role in that legacy, and its close association with colonialism and
the expanding Western hegemony. On the other hand, we have the related problem of overcoming
the theological and epistemological legacy of Western Christianity with its commitment, at many
points, to Cartesian models of faith where the individual is the center. The close association of
Christian mission with Western imperial power over the last 500 years, especially since the emblematic date of 1844 (the year of the Berlin conference which apportioned Africa) and the largely uncrit12113 The Cresset Christmas/Epiphanyl2001-2002

ical approach to colonial expansion by Western churches and missionary structures, has left us very
vulnerable to the critique of collusion with Western imperialism.
Local Christians in the Muslim world who are products of the missionary enterprise were neither encouraged nor allowed to develop any ecclesial or theological independence; when they did
so, they were called-not charitably-syncretists. The lack of indigenous theology is critical, for it is
connected to the adoption of the theological epistemology of the western theologians, largely concerned with the issues facing the emerging challenge of enlightenment epistemology and the secular
political order with which they were engaged. In either a polemical or apologetic mode, the churches
in non-western countries were faced with a multi-religious world and therefore were faced with a
challenge of religious plurality as a starting point for the development of an epistemology rather
than with the West's preoccupation with secularism and enlightenment.
In the West, religious debates took place wholly within the circles of Christianity, while outside
the West, the debates took place, like those in the early church, where common belief could not be
assumed. Since this epistemology has been the determining basis for all theology, the religiously pluralistic context of theological enterprise which was part of the foundation of Christianity has been
lost. On the other hand, when the church's mission struggled against this debate, it almost invariably
adopted the most conservative articulation of this theology as its foundation. Current debates from
the West did not penetrate the Third World, and the study of religion was either for the equipping of
the missionary for a more efficient mission by knowing the enemy better, or for showing the weakness of other religions and the superiority of Christianity. Critical voices emerged but suffered stigma.
Under these circumstances there was an absence of doing theology in the context of other faiths.
The immigration of large numbers of Middle Easterners to Western Europe after the Second World
War as replacements for the huge number of people killed by the war revitalized the European
economy. Interestingly, countries like Germany, which benefited most from the presence of these
immigrants, still to this day teach "religion"-Roman Catholic or Protestant theology, not Islam-as
a required subject in school, though they claim to be a secular nation. By the sixties these immigrants
were demanding recognition of their own religion and therefore their own identity. The churches of
Europe took up these issues and have done much to improve the situation of non-Christians.
So both of these theological challenges have a political dimension more or less from the start.
Christianity's theological approach must be constantly aware of the religious pluralism of our contemporary society. We cannot work with an assumption of a homogenized Christendom-which
has not existed for the last 250 years. What has been accepted as self-evident will no longer be
accepted as such. To understand the contemporary challenges to Muslim-Christian relations we
must understand the roots and foundations of the problems, doing what Nietzsche called the
genealogical task of locating the paternity and the parentage of the problem.
Since it is impossible to articulate all the salient features of contemporary challenges I will close
with one thought. Islamic fundamentalism is most often a demand to recover, to re-found some
notion of an Islamic society that has not been allowed to exist in the colonial and post-colonial
period. The fundamentalist looks back to some in illo tempore or forward to an eschatological end
time, neither of which is sustainable. I would assert that this is not a problem unique to Islamic fundamentalism, but is something that all romantic modernists do.
Finally, I come to you as a Christian with the vision of Christ's birth and of the cross, which both
involved the recognition of other religions. We keep trying to convert the magi into kings, and to
forget about the Judaism into which Christ himself was born. As Jesus hangs on the cross, the soldier
at his feet is the first witness to the truth of the crucifixion. Now, if either the magi or this soldier had
officially converted, the Book of Acts would have had another three chapters. The absence of those
chapters should suggest to us that the project of conversion is God's and not ours. Let us not continue the arrogance that we are the only Christ-carriers. (Even the Catholic church has given up on
Christopher!) Rather, let us carry in us Christ's own humility as we meet and dialogue with those of
other faiths. May the Lord be with you.

f

Charles Amjad-Ali is
Martin Luther King Jr.
Professor ofJustice
and Christian
Community at
Luther Seminary and
teaches in the
Islamic Studies
Program. He directed
the Christian Study
Centre in Rawalpindi,
in his home country
of Pakistan, for
eleven years.

An Appeal to the Christian Media
communication after September 11, 2001

Albert van den Heuval
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reasons for deep humility
Christians professionally involved in media have great tasks. Thousands of reporters, commentators and analysts, many of whom belong to the Christian community, try to do their job on the
basis of their faith. Their work is helpful to many people, but the divisions that mark Christianity
itself provoke deep and severe misunderstandings in the non-Christian world. Claiming to speak in
God's name, Christians in America and the developed West disagree widely as they attempt explanations for something like our current crisis. And since non-Christians have no more knowledge of
all the fine distinctions within Christianity than Christians have of the many fractions in Islam or
Buddhism, our contributions to the global discussion will impress outsiders as hopelessly divided.
They will read letters from people who do not know better than seeing the 11th of September as the
End of Time or as the final prelude of Christ's return. They will read other letters of people who
believe that God is punishing America (as if the U.S. were the only victim of terrorism) for its liberal
policies. They will read of others who think that some American Christians feel that Muslims are
tools of Satan. And they will gather from many letters that Christians are all reading the Bible in a
fundamentalist way as if the Book of Revelation and parts of the Gospel were not intended for the
whole world but only for the American people. Both our divisions and our inability to read our
Bible in its own context are good reasons to enter the process of communications with great
humility. What one Christian can claim the authority to speak on behalf of all Christianity? This
question ought to form a backdrop for all our pronouncements.
Just as problematic is a failure to perceive the similar fragmentation in Islam's followers. Stereotypes of Christians as colonialists and crusaders, cruel and violent like their slave-driving ancestors
characterize the views of some Muslims. It is the high function of communicators-especially that
of the Christian communicator-to help readers and audiences see that such wholesale views only
aggravate conflict. Humility requires first of all that we write with respect about people of other
faiths, lest we are judged ourselves by the methods we use.
In the forty years that I have been a student and a friend of the churches in the U.S. this has been
my most negative experience : the American media are often so parochial and self-centered that
many American Christians never have the opportunity to learn how much hatred there is in the
world against international behaviors that have often been carried out by Christians. Thus they
have no tools to look clearly at the current situation. Because their country is so powerful, Americans are often tempted to think that their national problems do not concern anybody else. Knowledge and experience will reveal that what we may think of as national problems are also part of our
international links, politically, culturally and economically. South Africa, Ireland, Rwanda and
Israel, for example, have great internal problems of violence which adversely affect not only their
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own economies but also their international acceptance. The U.S., though we may not want to
acknowledge it, shares in this quality of interconnected problems, problems we know need trust
and respect as key starting points.
But we often behave as if we could enforce peace and end terrorism by simply stamping it out.
It has been tried before and it has never worked. The most difficult part of peacemaking will be to
transform our enemies into friends. The Christian communicator is called on to be a model of
humility. Instead of telling glory stories of our missionaries in "heathen lands," we will have to
interpret to the folks back home what the world really thinks of us and how we can become part of
the solution ourselves. Most media adheres to a rule that pushes international news as far from the
public awareness as possible, and that simply must change. Few Americans receive enough news to
understand what has hit their land. They have never been told enough about the world to understand that their fate, their well-being and their culture are part of a worldwide community and a
global economy. They fail to perceive that the terrorist attack was an attack on a way of life practiced in all western capitalist democracies but brought to an epitome in the U.S. Journalists and
other communicators who are willing to change that dangerous isolationism of the media will
require all the support they can get from churches and universities who can recognize the problem.
That, too, is a humble but necessary task.
the danger of misusing the media
All of us are aware that media can be grossly misused. But sex and violence-the usual culprits-are not the only false messages that get hammered into the heads of the public. The cold war
produced such coercive messages: everybody who was not a conservative nationalist was a treacherous communist. Russians were evil people, Chinese children of darkness. A relentless bombardment of propaganda films, talkshows and commentaries kept the cold war alive. Now that President
Putin is almost a friend and East Germany has been united to West Germany, we see how foolishly
wasteful and dangerous was the propaganda war, how it poisoned people's minds and made them
incapable of fostering peace. When the media cease to be social instruments that help people to
think before they act-one sign of responsible democracy-they become subjects of the subtle dictatorial abuse of the media known as propaganda.
Communication is a tender discipline: think of the way in which we grow up! We learn to speak,
to walk, to think and to behave because we are in constant communication with parents, teachers,
friends and family: if we are surrounded by love and truth we have the best chance of becoming
responsible people; when we are continuously scolded, ignored, left to ourselves and exposed to
lies and cheating, our future looks dim. Propaganda exploits the power of communication to create
fear, to excite attachments, to stifle questions and dissent. Even churches use propaganda: when it is
forbidden to question the accepted "truths," when people are deemed too stupid to think for themselves, when half the truth about crises and problems are kept away from the people, when media
are used to trumpet only the voice of the leadership. Since it takes courage and lobbying to keep
media honest, a public media is a must for a democratic republic where diversity can be seen and
valued, and where we can truly begin to know each other.
a problem of our own making?
While reading American Christian reactions to the terror of 11/9 on the Internet, I was struck
by how easily anger drives out the search for our own mistakes. Many people apparently think that
God is somehow punishing America for permissive behavior, but very few are ready to face the possibility that not God but other cultures are ready to punish us for arrogant behavior in politics and
economics. Such humbling examination is there but it is minimal. I would have expected two important reactions from American Christians: one of love and comfort for the innocent victims-and
that was there!-and then one of deep searching about whether we bear some responsibility for
what has happened. Not in the cheap sense that the event was God's punishment on our sins-our
God does not punish that way!-but in the deep sense that we all (Europe as much as the U.S.) have
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accepted a world of unequal chances and unequal values. When in Mrica, Latin America and Asia
people die of hunger and diseases we give them money (although never much) but we have not
changed our structures. On the contrary we have protected our wealth at their expense with favorable trade agreements and protective measures. Until we learn how to discuss these issues with those
whose standing in the world differs radically from our own, we will not get closer to having peace.
Fifty years ago the U.S. established the Marshall Plan by which a devastated Europe could begin
to rebuild its ruins. Part of that plan was to make Europe a viable economic trading partner for the
U.S. But Europe and America together did not make Marshall Plans for the Balkans, for Mrica, for
Latin America or for the poorest parts of the Muslim world. And the result is that we, the wealthy
countries and continents, are surrounded by millions of enemies, looking at us as once slaves looked
at slaveholders. If I am wrong about this, should we not discuss such questions, without the usual
rhetoric and anger which kills the common search for truth? Acts of terror cannot be tolerated, and
perpetrators must be punished. But that is only part of the struggle to end terrorism. If root causes
are not taken away, terrorism will come back again and again. It seems to me that the high calling of
the Christian communicator is to dig out the root causes and to show that only by addressing those
can we claim to be an advanced civilization.
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some practical responses for Christians in media
1. Christian communicators must learn and practice humility and "be among [us] as those who
serve." Honest about our own violent past (and present), respectful towards people of other
faiths, aware of the destructiveness of Christian divisions, conscious of our image to those not in
our own circles.
2. Establish real contacts with our Muslim compatriots to do several things. We must learn much
more about their faith in God, about their practices, about the Image of God as the Merciful. For
such contacts there are no conditions except that they must involve men and women. And we
must trust that the Holy Spirit will teach us how to speak and when to be silent and listen.
3. We must insist that our media do better with international news, especially news about the
Muslim world. Christians are world citizens by our calling, but we often do little with our "passports." We, Europeans and Americans, are tied together in the powerful upperclass of the wealthy
global world, paying little for the world's natural resources. We loan money to people who cannot
pay us back and we use the power that gives us for interference in their social plans. Christian
communicators must not be afraid of the reactions people will have to hearing that their own
country is often heavy-handed in defending its wealth. Perhaps even this crisis will be our moment
of kairos, a new beginning for our self-understanding.
4. Christian communicators can be in the forefront of those who defend the public role of radio,
television and the press. For many, the media are the only means to gathering and learning how to
interpret information. It is my own feeling that Christian media would be more faithful if they
aired high-quality, open and truly democratic news shows on international affairs rather than televising worship that may only isolate a viewer further from the community he or she needs. Let
Christians who have the gift of communication comment on international news from the heart of
their faith. But do it together with real professionals, so that it is first-rate and compelling.
5. In the years to come the world will be put to the test on the ways in which we can overcome
our deep difficulties. Many poor people will take the road of violence, because they learned (often
from our media) that violence works. Wisdom in leadership will want people of faith to know
more-not less-about their world and those who inhabit it. Christians should also pray that
God's spirit will inspire the right people in the right places to make the right decisions, adding:
Lord, I am ready. Send me.
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Thanks to Rob Safer (VU '01) for the thoughtful questions that prompted these responses in a written interview.
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Practicing Christian Faith at Ground Zero
middle eastern christians

Nelly van Doorn-Harder

Minya, Egypt
It was early Christmas morning in 1988 when we-four Europeans-stood in front of a massive
rock formation near the town of Minya in southern Egypt. A chilly, light fog produced a halo around
the sun. Here and there shepherds and a donkey tried to give their herds of goats a sense of urgency.
"Yallah-Go!" they whispered, raising their sticks in an attempt to make the words heard. The
goats were busy sniffing the sparse shrubs of grass sticking out of the rocks. On the other side of the
unpaved road, opposite the rocky mountains, were palm groves planted against the Nile. Nothing
really moved. Time stood still. We stood together with the millions of Christians who had passed
this place in two thousand years, remembering the birth of Christ.
The legend tells that this rock, "the Mountain of the Birds," was one of the places where the
Holy Family rested during their flight to Egypt. A small church is built over the cave that provided
the family with shelter for the night. A shallow impression on one of the slopes is said to be a footstep of St. Mary. She liked the place so much that to this day she regularly appears to those who ask
for her intercession. A few months before our visit, it had happened again: a simple peasant woman
had seen the Virgin in a vision and was miraculously healed from cancer. To give thanks for that
great gift of healing the woman had donated a Western poster of St. Mary that was now stuck to the
side of the rock. Mary's bright yellow hair enhanced the solemnity of the grey-brown rocks.
Everything in this simple place breathed holiness: the shepherds, the herds, the sparse grass, the
hard rock, the dusty road and the dimmed sunlight. We could picture the blessed baby bundled up,
protected against the cold by the protruding rocks, his parents taking turns getting water from the
river and dates from the trees, asking the farmers for milk. Seeing the children running around in
smudgy cotton robes, unwashed faces, their hair wiry with dust and grime, we thought Jesus must
have run around like that: God taking the form of humanity, the beginning of salvation; God and
humanity reconciled.
Christians in the Middle East grow up with what our little group of rational Westerners experienced that Christmas morning: the assurance that Christ was here. As a child, the Palestinian priest
Elias Chacour pictured Jesus as a "hero who may have walked the dusty roads into our own village." To Chacour, the Biblical stories were woven out of familiar sounds and images. He even
imagined one of his forefathers among the children whom Jesus blessed.
This immediacy of the Holy-the very realness of God in humanity-is what carried Christians
in the Middle East through the centuries as their numbers dwindled and their position shifted from
strong majority to marginal minority. But the smaller their numbers, the stronger their faith and the
stronger their connection with the footsteps of Jesus. "We became the salt of our communities,"
explained Bishop Younan, the Lutheran Bishop of Jordan and Jerusalem, during a recent visit to VU.
When Jesus might have eaten from your very own orchard you are challenged to take seriously
the commemoration of his birth as a celebration of the Incarnation. Christmas is never transformed
into a hectic shopping spree or a cookie baking marathon. Only a marathon of prayer and praise
can appropriately commemorate the birth of Christ. Advent is for the Copts-the Orthodox Christians of Egypt-a time to ponder the mystery of God's acts in history. For forty days they fast, pray,
intensify the daily reading of scriptures, and sing daily praises. These exercises come as additions to
what the Copts already practice throughout the year: prayer seven times a day, Bible study and
fasting (by abstaining from all possible animal products) twice a week on Wednesday and Friday. All
are invited to share in Jesus' holiness while still in the flesh; all are invited to partake in redemption
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by striving to get one foot in Paradise while still on earth. Christmas itself is a marvellous event of
singing hymns of prayer and praise in packed churches and holding festive dinners with piles of
meat and large jugs of milk. But despite all the festivities, few Middle Eastern Christians put up a
Christmas tree-a religious symbol that might attract undue Muslim attention.
ground zero
Christians in the Middle East have lived at the ground zero we experienced this past September
for many centuries. It is how they have learned to practice their faith: they follow the Man from
Nazareth in the midst of a dominant culture that follows the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad.
This situation forces you to take religion seriously, since conversion to Islam is a very real alternative. It forces you to take the message of peace and reconciliation seriously when your house is
burned down or a loved one is killed by extremist Muslims. Such oppressive events have occurred
regularly in Egypt during the past three decades. Christians were the first targets of the extremists
who came to power in the '70s and have now become all too familiar. Taking Christianity seriously
requires a deep humility that merges your daily life with your faith. Religion becomes increasingly a
way of living that is more than a trip to church on Sunday. At the heart of such faith is what Therese
of Lisieux, the saintly nun from France, called "the little way." Faith is expressed in simple, daily
acts like extending hospitality, offering a cup of tea, giving a candy, encouraging a sister or a brother
with a word of faith, or simply giving the assurance that "I will be praying for you." Furthermore,
Jesus' exhortation to become like a child takes on new meanings in this context. You can simply run
to God when in trouble with the expectation that he will bless you and act on your behalf. Simplicity becomes a real virtue and not something practiced before we had the sophistication of corporate models, professional competition, or the specifically American category of "loser." Rather,
in the Coptic Orthodox Church, simplicity and humility are held up as foundational ideals of faith
and are especially exemplified by the bishops and the Patriarch. The Coptic Patriarch (currently
Shenouda III) chooses the simplest and least educated monk to be his confessor and spiritual guide,
helping him to avoid the pride and arrogance that might otherwise derive from his high office.
Practicing your Christian faith at ground zero means that you can never ignore the basic tenets
of Christ's message. When, during the 1940s, Elias Chacour's family lost their house and land to
Zionist colonists, he and his brothers raged with anger. But their father insisted on praying for the
enemy and asking the Lord for inner peace. God would ultimately deal with the trespassers, their
father taught them. Since the 1970s, Copts have been the target of Islamic extremists who were
insulted by the mere presence of "stubborn" Christians who for centuries had refused to accept the
truth revealed in the Qur'an. Young extremists killed Christians, using the money stolen from them
to buy arms for their organizations. The majority of Copts living in Egypt do not allow this violence
to translate into hatred and counter-violence. They reject the injustice and protest against it. Insisting
on a message of peace, Copts and the other Christians in the Middle East focus on creating opportunities to meet and help the other. A tiny number of Palestinian Lutheran Christians work on creating peace in the midst of destruction by teaching children of all faiths. "Most of the students in
our schools are Muslim," Bishop Younan told us here on campus back in September, days before the
horrors of the 11th. "This means that we teach around twenty percent of the Palestinian Muslim
children." And Chacour has created a vast network of development projects to build schools,
libraries and community centers in villages, all with the purpose of building up the spirits of Palestinians who have become like "sheep without a shepherd." Peace-making is hard work, says Chacour, who knows that there is no alternative. The absence of peace would mean total destruction
and despair for Christians.
Radical reliance on the work of the Holy Spirit is ingrained in Christian life in the Middle East.
God's spirit renews us daily, helping us to face whatever may come. The Coptic bishop, Athanasius,
filled his sermons with this theology of hope. Until his death in November 2000, he was in charge of
a synod two hours south of Cairo that has witnessed some of the most violent incidents of hate
crimes against Christians. But the Bishop insisted that Christ came into this world as much for the
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aggressors as for the victims. Once, he attempted to explain it to me: "The whole world is in urgent
need of salvation that can only be fulfilled because of Christ's Incarnation. That is why I consider
the Incarnation to be a deed of re-creation. Because of the Incarnation we people are daily renewed
in heart and spirit. That is exactly what happens when a bad person turns to the good: the whole
being is renewed. The true miracle of our Christian faith is that we can count on this renewal." A
little child came into this world to make all things new. Even to this day, the Christians living in the
area where he walked and taught remain his special messengers. They remind us that we should
never grow weary of seeking out his message in the face of adversity. And they show us how to run
alongside that child in his long, grimy robe in the dust and mud of Egypt or Palestine, and in the
dust that rained down on ground zero on September 11th.
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ICONS
Under the gaze of old icons
that know the routine by heart in
a baroque sanctuary illuminated
with flickering candles and an
occasional camera flash, tourists
mingle with devout in
a crumbling Petersburg
that insists on Spring even
when it does not know its name.
The crowd returns the gaze,
amalgam of devotion,
curiosity, too little time,
too much to see, and barriers
of language that renders
every immediate experience
apophatic, enveloping tourists
and devout without distinction,
without regard to speech, oblivious
to particularities of origin.
Everyone stands, and the murmur
of the crowd is an unconscious
act of prayer that flows
through icon eyes.
Tourists expect film
to secure moments
to which they will never
return, that they will tuck away
like curios in a shoe box under
the bed at home. This is all about the gaze,
possession, but, responding to a touch
I know, I kneel to stroke the ghost
of a calico cat who has wandered in
hoping for food but graciously
accepts my hand against her back,
a sacrament in two acts of worship.

Steven Schroeder
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Reflecting a Far Greater Struggle
lutheran presence in the middle east

Charles Schaefer

A closer focus yet on
Christianity and Islam
as Professor Schaefer
describes some
Lutheran history in
the Middle East.

w h i n ten years of the Pwphet Muhammad', death in 632 CE, Muslim a.mies had
spread throughout most of the Middle East and North Africa, and Islam officiated as the majority
religion. Christianity, though still professed by a significant percentage of the population, was never
to regain its dominant position. Rather, in subsequent centuries Christian communities learned to
accommodate themselves to new hegemonic constructs that were simultaneously benevolent and
wrathful. To an extent Christian communities in the Levant and Egypt survived, despite centuries of
brutal conflict between the Muslim countries and Christian Byzantium or feudal Europe, by lying
low, unobtrusively practicing their faith, and paying their taxes. The records of these Middle Eastern
communities are exceptionally diverse and historically complex, spelling out cycles of growth and
contraction. The twentieth century has been less kind. Christians have suffered genocide, been driven
from their homes, and almost uniformly persecuted because of their beliefs. This is brought home
forcefully in William Dalrymple's elegy, From the Holy Mountain: a Journey among the Christians of
the Middle East, where the author seeks out obscure, remnant populations, such as the Maronites in
Lebanon or the Orthodox of Aleppo, and documents their losing struggle. To conclude that conflict
and persecution occur between Muslims and Christians overlooks the major source of recent tension
which is between the state of Israel and the Arab Christian populations. This deplorable situation,
however, is not as removed as it may appear, for in Jerusalem and Bethlehem-the heartland of the
earliest church-is a Lutheran church that mirrors the challenges that all Middle Eastern Christians
face today: endure persecution while trying to turn the other cheek and be a peacemaker.
The Lutheran presence in the Middle East began in the last gasps of the Ottoman Empire in the
nineteenth century, when most European powers, including Great Britain and Germany, were trying
to insure their presence in the region by supporting various indigenous churches or plant the seeds
of Protestant missionary churches. In 1841 a joint Anglican-Lutheran bishopric was recognized in
Jerusalem where first one, then the other church would provide the officiating Bishop. Under the
Anglicans the ministry was targeted at the resident Jewish population; later under the first Lutheran
Bishop the ministry was expanded to include the Arab population, and schools and orphanages were
constructed for Palestinian Christians and Muslims alike. Political more than theological differences
presented insurmountable difficulties for this early experiment in ecumenism and led to a split.
The emphasis of the early Lutheran efforts in Palestine was on primary and secondary education. Schools were started and European languages and curricula, in addition to Bible studies, were
taught. The advantages to those who matriculated through these schools were enormous. The
Ottoman Empire-"the sick man of Europe"-was desperately trying to modernize and contain
European imperialist ambitions by copying the West; anyone who had a Western education could
readily find employment within the Ottoman administration. Moreover, some of the students from
these Lutheran missionary schools later found their way to universities founded by American Presbyterian missionaries in Beirut and Cairo. Graduates from American University of Beirut and Arner-
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ican University of Cairo contributed significantly to formulating Arab political aspirations against
first the Ottoman overlords, then against the British and French Mandate systems, and finally
against the creation of Israel. While much debate exists over when a discernable, unifying Arab
identity emerged, one strong argument is based on the literary output of some young Lebanese and
Palestinian intellectuals who began to sound the chords of Pan Arabism in the interwar years. Why
this aside on the history of Lutheran schools in and around Jerusalem? Only to make the point that
education was and remains the primary witness of Lutherans in the Middle East.
In 1898 Kaiser Wilhelm II built the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in the heart of Jerusalem
and later constructed a guesthouse, known as the Augusta Victoria Stiftung (Foundation), on top of
the Mount of Olives for pilgrims to the Holy Land. Originally, these two institutions functioned
more as monuments of German prestige, though after the wars and the partition of Palestine they
began to play key roles in the formation of a Palestinian Lutheran church. Augusta Victoria was
given to the International Red Cross in 1948 and was converted into a hospital. In 1950 it was transferred to the Lutheran World Federation which has operated it as a neutral zone and a hospital open
to anyone regardless of nationality, creed or income. In that capacity it has become one of the few
health facilities serving the Palestinian population-both Muslims and Christians, of Jerusalem and
the West Bank-offering the full range of services from pediatric care to neurosurgery. The millennium, which coincided with the hospital's Golden Jubilee, however, saw the Israeli Special Forces
invading the grounds and firing live ammunition at Palestinian youth. Another such an invasion
occurred as recently as the week before Thanksgiving of this year. Today the hospital continues to
function, but no one views it as a sanctuary free from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and Palestinian
doctors and staff are well aware of the risks they assume by admitting all who seek treatment.
The church, likewise, has been unable to avoid the turmoil as its membership is mostly Palestinian. The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Jordan (ELCJ) was founded in 1959 at a time when East
Jerusalem and the West Bank were under Jordanian rule even though the population in those areas
was Palestinian. The ELCJ has survived the Six-Day War of 1967, the Yom Kippur War, terrorism
and counter-terrorism, and the first and second lntifadas, all the time searching for a path towards
reconciliation between hostile neighbors. The perennial question that the ELCJ has had to ask itself
is: how does one keep turning the other cheek?
The church is small-2,000 members in six congregations-and the problems it faces are enormous. Most of the congregations are located in hot spots like Jerusalem, Ramallah, and Bethlehem
where Christians and Muslims are unemployed, have undergone severe restrictions on movement
and travel, been evicted from their land, and endured physical and psychological persecution. As a
community Christians have suffered the most under the Israeli occupation. In 1945 the population
of Jerusalem was 73,000 of which 28,000 were Christian; in 1989 the population had increased to
282,500 of which only 11,700 were Christian. The out-migration continues and many Christians
have moved to other Arab countries, Europe and the United States to find peace and security.
Recognizing its own limitations yet hoping to contribute to a brighter future, the ELCJ has
elected to concentrate on primary and secondary education. 3,000 students attend five schools that
the church operates. In 1999, 6% of the students were Lutheran, 31% Muslim and the remaining
63% from other Arab Christian denominations. The military and economic situation in the occupied territories has deteriorated so rapidly that for the past couple years the school teachers are
often forced to go two or three months without being paid. Most of the teachers are members of the
ELCJ and the church used all its resources to keep the schools open. Only after depleting its own
coffers did it appeal to the larger Lutheran community for assistance. In stopgap fashion the
Lutheran World Federation and various Lutheran churches have provided the funds to keep these
schools going, but the future continues to look bleak. The sacrifices of the teachers and countless
others carried out by clergy and parishioners reiterate the point that within the West Bank there are
thousands of Palestinians struggling through nonviolent means to find peace and promote tolerance. Two recently published books by Palestinian Lutherans provide detailed descriptions of the
conditions they live under and the efforts the ELCJ is making to promote dialogue between mod-
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erate Christians, Jews and Muslims as an integral part of Christian witness (see Mitri Raheb, I am a
Palestinian Christian, Fortress Press, 1995 and Bishop Munib Younan, Witness for Peace: From
Jerusalem to the Ends of the Earth, Fortress Press, forthcoming).
The case of Palestinian Lutherans is in no way unique, for both persecution and resiliency are
characteristics of all Middle Eastern Christianity. Lutherans are merely participants in a region and
during a century that has been particularly intolerant of religious and ethnic diversity, yet the spirit
of the Gospel resides in the most unlikely corners. In 1997, when I was conducting research in
Yemen, I was traveling by bus and spent a night in Ta'izz. The receptionist at the hotel looked
African and, since I did not know Arabic, I asked him a question in Amharic, the language of
Ethiopia. With incredulity he responded in Amharic and immediately I had a friend. After his shift
he invited me to his room, which he shared with two other Ethiopian refugees, for dinner. Before
eating, grace was said and- surprise of surprises-! too knew the words. It turned out these three
young men were members of the Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane Yesus to which my father
had been a missionary. That night they spoke of the trials they faced and the real possibility of persecution they would suffer if anyone in Ta'izz, a seat of Zaydi Islam, knew that they were Christians and were conducting services for a small community of about seven Ethiopian Lutherans in
their home. Both in persecution and in fellowship, Christians of the Middle East know intimately
the conditions of the earliest Church.
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IN SARAJEVO
Guns thunder and blaze,
blast the black smoke that signals
no election, no solution, no peace.
In ditches, grey with slush and mud,
children huddle for warmth.
Fence-high,
over every barbed strand and beyond,
the deer of the field
do not hide their fear.
Their white flags signaling danger
they soar over each anxious thought,
sail above oceans of threat,
over seas of alarm.
In Sarajevo
there are not snow angels
but children of hunger, dying in snow,
cold beside graves in winter.
They cry with the starlings
and fall, like sparrows fall,
dotting the soft white streets.

Phillip T. Egelston
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Studying Islam at Valparaiso University
an interview

Theodore M. Ludwig

GME: What are the biggest obstacles to religious understandings between Muslims and Christians?
TML: Obstacles to religious understanding between Muslims and Christians abound, many of them
long-embedded in history but still powerful. I don't think the main obstacles are theological differences between Christians and Muslims, however. Christians and Muslims actually share a great deal of
common religious ideas and language. There are crucial differences that belong to the heart and soul
of each of the two religions, of course, especially the Christian belief in the divine Sonship of Christ
and the Muslim belief in Muhammad as the seal of the prophets with the Qur'an as the final, perfect
revelation. However, both of these central doctrines are understandable in the context of each religion and need not be divisive of relationship or understanding between people of the two religions.
But history can be a tremendous burden in human relationships, as has been abundantly evident
in many ethnic conflicts throughout the world. And Christian antagonism to Muslims goes back to
the times of early Muslim expansion into Christian lands, symbolized by Caliph 'Umar's capture of
Jerusalem and the holy land in 637, barely fifteen years after the birth of Islam (Muslims consider
the first year of Islam to be 622, when the Muslims immigrated from Mecca to Medina and set up a
fully Islamic community). The rapid expansion of Islam sent fear through the Christian world, as
subjected people in many parts of the decadent Byzantine empire embraced Islam, and even lands in
the Holy Roman Empire were overrun as Muslims advanced up through Spain and even into
France-all this within a hundred years of Islam's founding. Centuries later, the Crusades pitted
Christians against Muslims in an aggressive but failing battle. Theological justifications and incitements by Christian church leaders reached depths of calumny. As even Constantinople fell (1453)
and Muslims advanced into the Balkans, the panic felt by European Christians found expression in
such works as Martin Luther's denunciations of Muhammad and of Turkish Muslims as agents of
the devil. Of course, there were religious attacks on Christians by Muslims as well, responding to
the Christian attacks. But there was this difference-by tradition, Muslims respected Christians as
monotheists and often allowed them to live peacefully in Muslim lands.
Muslims have also endured deep humiliations as a result of European colonizing. Having led
the whole world in cultural and scientific achievements in the medieval period, Muslim culture
stagnated and was overwhelmed by European domination in the nineteenth century. Starting with
Napoleon's brief incursion into Egypt in 1798, nearly every Muslim land came under European
subjugation. A symbolic crowning touch, perhaps, occurred in 1876 when British prime minister
Disraeli proclaimed Queen Victoria "Empress of India," making the world's largest Muslim community subjects of this Christian woman ruler. Independence (usually with artificial borders drawn
by the British, French, and other European nations) did not come for most Muslim lands until the
middle of the twentieth century. With such a burden, it is difficult for Muslims and Christians to
talk with each other with respect and understanding, as equals.
A third obstacle to mutual understanding perhaps lies in the fact that both Christianity and
Islam are proselytizing religions. The mission to Christianize the world or Islamicize the world is
built into the identity of Christianity and Islam. Both religions call for non-forcible spreading of the
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faith; Christians are to make disciples by telling the Good News of Christ, and the Qu'ran insists that
people must be free to choose Islam without coercion. Yet in practice fundamentalists on both sides
have sought to gain advantage in this evangelism battle by misrepresenting the other and highlighting
the darkest elements in the tradition of their antagonists. Still today Christians regularly misrepresent
and ridicule Muslim ideas and practices. For example, jihad (striving for God) is often spoken of as a
Muslim holy war against Christians; the "Muslim God" is described as distant, fearful, and wrathful;
the Shari'ah is characterized as a burdensome, enslaving legal system; Muslim practices of modesty
between men and women are ridiculed as suppression of women; Muslim practices of marriage (and
even the Prophet Muhammad's marriages) are attributed to the lustful needs of Muslim men and so
on. Likewise, there are misrepresentations of Christians from the Muslim side. In this tangle of misinformation and malicious misrepresentation, it is difficult to achieve honest and respectful religious
understanding between Muslims and Christians. The solution seems obvious: Christians seeking to
know Islam and Muslims better, and vice versa, with attitudes of care and respect.
GME: Why do we Christians need to know more about Islam and Muslims? Isn't it enough just to
be tolerant?
TML: Being tolerant isn't bad, given the history of religious conflict, persecution, and defamation
that has surrounded Christian relations with Muslims. But is it enough just to be tolerant? I suppose
it might be happily accepted from the point of view of Muslims, better than the intolerance they
have often experienced! But is this enough from the Christian point of view? I think not. Christians
believe they are the body of Christ in the world-and just being tolerant is hardly an adequate
expression of the presence of Christ in our relation to Muslims.
With well over one billion adherents, the Islamic global community is having a profound influence in shaping our world. Often Islamic values clash with Western patterns of secularism and hedonism, exploitative capitalism, and world-dominating consumerism, the excesses of which, one must
say, Christian values have often had little success in curbing. Fanatics and extremists, exercised by a
sense of injustice and humiliation, sway the minds of many Muslims toward anti-western and antiAmerican feelings . In trying to understand these feelings, therefore, we need to learn their languages, become familiar with their faith and values, their sense of unjust treatment in modern times,
and their defensive posture in the face of Western dominance. The more we get to know about the
Muslim other, the more we will feel the need to take stock of ourselves. As we recognize the intertwined character of our world society, we will examine our society and especially our own government's policies, to understand our role in these developments.
For Christians, there are also theological reasons for getting to know Muslims better. Islam
poses a particular challenge for the Christian understanding of God's on-going presence in human
history. A central Christian claim is that the Jewish understanding of God's saving history is incomplete, that God's saving presence continued beyond the revelation in the Hebrew scriptures and was
fulfilled in God's manifestation in Jesus as the messiah. Muslims agree that God's redemptive presence continued, but take another step to say that this salvation history extends beyond Jesus also to
the one that Jesus said would come in the future, the Spirit of Truth who would guide all into the
truth Gohn 14:16-17; 16:12). This salvation story, Muslims say, finds fulfillment in a final way in
the revelation sent down on the messenger Muhammad.
Since Christians say that God self-reveals through prophets, and that God continues to be present and active in human history, Muslims find it puzzling that Christians unanimously reject the
idea that Muhammad could be a prophet through whom God spoke. Christian theology has not
even entertained the possibility that God could continue self-revelation through the Qur'an, dismissing Muhammad as a fraud. Muslims wonder how Christians can dismiss their testimony to
Muhammad's prophethood without even hearing or reading a single passage from the Qur'an. So,
an important reason for Christians to get to know Islam better is to be better equipped to take up
the theological task of discerning what God is doing in Islam and through Muslims-as St. Paul did
with respect to the religious traditions of the Athenians (Acts 17:16-34 ).
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Another challenge for Christians to get to know Muslims better has to do with the commandment not to bear false witness of our neighbor. Recognizing widespread defamation of Muslims in
Christian history, we need to repent and take fair and honest cognizance of the Muslims' rich testimony to the one God, and to their commitment to justice, economic fairness, sharing of wealth,
morality, hospitality, and other virtues. In what is comparable to what Christians call "sanctification," many Muslims strive to live keeping with God's will, a continual struggle that requires faith,
discipline, and striving for the good. In fairness, Christians are obligated to bear witness to the
goodness of Muslims who live according to these precepts of their faith.
Let me return to the point that Christians consider themselves to be the presence of Christ in the
world, following Christ's model and his injunction to follow the path of love. To love one's neighbor
as one's self, one needs to know the neighbor! Just tolerating is not being neighborly. To be neighbor as
Christ is neighbor means to recognize Muslims as part of our human community and to be present to
them, sharing and "being shared with" as we listen to the hopes and ideals of our Muslim neighbors.
GME: We've all been feeling that we don't know enough about the varieties of Islam and the many
kinds of believers. What makes a college course a good place to learn about these things?
TML: Like any world religious culture, Islam has a complex history and exhibits a diversity of forms
in the world today. The value of a college course is the opportunity for sustained, scholarly investigation that can go much deeper in understanding Islamic teachings and the Muslims who live by
this path. Understanding takes time and effort, and the college classroom calls for both. Even a
semester-long course is only an introduction, but it allows time for reflection, comparison, and integration. Understanding Islam requires mastering a lot of information, of course, but it takes more
than that. One needs to "stand under" the religion as a path of life, to put oneself in the place of
Muslims, until finally a recognition occurs: "Yes, I can see how Muslims find deep meaning in living
by Islam."
For this to happen, there must be both accurate information and an intellectual climate that fosters serious, fair-minded exploration. Given the sustained study possible in a classroom setting, students can read and study the Qu'ran itself. And this is very important. One can hardly reach an integral understanding of Muslims without plumbing the content and even the style of the Qur'anic
text. Fortunately, several excellent translations (or "interpretations," as Muslims prefer to call any
version not in the original language) of the Qur'an are available, including Arthur Arberry, The
Koran Interpreted, and Abdullah Yusuf Ali, The Holy Qu'ran: English Translation of the Meaning.
Excellent scholarly interpretations of Islam have been published recently, both by Muslims and by
western Islamicists, and two that have stood up well over some years are Fazlur Raman's Islam, and
Frederick Denny's An Introduction to Islam. Materials exist to describe and explore all facets of
Islamic religion and culture: historical developments, the Shi'ites, Islamic law, Sufi mystics, women's
roles, politics, fundamentalistic movements, art and literature, teachings like the line or prophets
and the afterlife. [For a further bibliograpy see Professor John Kelsay's Booklines beginning on p.46]
In class settings one has time to explore a text like Charles Kurzman's recent Liberal Islam: A
Sourcebook, to help us understand that the Muslim world is not monolithic. Kurzman shows that
over the past several centuries there have been three traditions of socioreligious interpretation in
Islam. One he calls "customary Islam," which is characterized by the combination of regional practices and those shared throughout the world of Islam. Then there is "revivalist Islam," which attacks
customary Islam as being insufficiently attentive to the letter of Islamic doctrine. Third, there is
what he calls, for lack of a better term, "liberal Islam." This intellectual movement, which began in
the eighteenth century, reached its peak in the first part of the twentieth century, and has been
growing in importance again since the 1970s, critiques both customary and revivalist Islam. The
concerns of these thinkers include opposition to theocracy, support for democracy, guarantees of
the rights of women, defense of freedom of thought, belief in the potential for human progress, and
so forth. Firmly grounded in Islamic thought, they nevertheless find certain features of Western
thought compelling. Though the media tends to present only the revivalist thrust in Islam, cus-

tomary and liberal Islam play very significant roles in the Muslim world today. A college course
allows a more holistic picture to develop from a multitude of details.
Another factor that makes college courses conducive to learning in depth about Islam is the
presence, at least on many college campuses, of numerous Muslim students, from different parts of
the Muslim world. At Valpo, our courses in Islamic studies as well as our courses in world religions
typically have a good number of Muslims enrolled. This is an opportunity for the non-Muslim students to get to know Muslims as real people who try to live by their faith even as they are every bit as
human as the other students. In connection with these classes, students have opportunities for seeing
Islamic life in action, such as by visiting the local mosque or listening to thoughtful Muslim speakers.
Through this kind of exposure and sustained study, students can begin to see the fullness and
variety of Muslim culture throughout the world, a culture that is remarkably unified in certain
essentials yet richly divergent in local traditions, practices, and even ways of thinking. This semester,
for example, our students have heard and talked with an imam from Egypt and a woman professor
from a university in Indonesia-a small example of two similar and yet significantly different
approaches to living as a Muslim.
GME: What makes a church-related university particularly suited to offer courses in inter-religious
understanding?
TML: By definition, a church-related college like Valparaiso University fosters respect for the religious path and takes religious life seriously. Faculty members teaching religion courses are not subject to the widespread pressure in academia today to approach religion from a merely "objective"
standpoint using materialistic methods of interpretation. Faculty teach courses in Christian theology with the intent to explore the meaning these truths bring to the lives of Christians, and so it is
no big step to approach other religions with the same kind of respect and concern for meaning. Different church-related colleges, of course, may have somewhat different understandings with respect
to religions other than Christianity, and some academically respected Christian colleges are committed to teaching the truth of Christianity over against the inadequacy of other religions. I think,
however, that Valparaiso University is a good model for church-related colleges. With Valpo's determination to wrestle fairly and deeply both with Jerusalem and with Athens, it is built into the faculty ethos that it is important to pursue both Christian truth and other truth wherever it is to be
found.
Further, Valpo faculty who teach courses that deal with religion, whether in the Theology
Department or elsewhere in the university, all have their personal commitments and participation in
religious life, whether that is Christian (in most cases) or another tradition. They are trained in
understanding theology and religious practice from the inside, as it were, and so these faculty also
have the kind of empathy for religious life that is crucial for exploring and helping students explore
other religions in an understanding way. Of course, in some church-related colleges there may be
Christian theologians who refuse to take an empathetic view of other religions. And given our secular age, in some church-related colleges there may be religiously uncommitted faculty teaching
religion courses. That is why the kind of atmosphere created at Valparaiso University and other like
institutions is so valuable for courses in inter-religious understanding, based in the commitment that
Christian higher education is impelled to explore the world of faith and the world of intellect as
interpenetrating worlds, not separated entities.
Courses that deal with other religions at church-related colleges are able to foster learning in a
dialogical way. That is, students are encouraged to explore their own religious faith even as they are
gaining knowledge and understanding of people of another religion. This is a way of taking religion
seriously, starting with the student's own religious background and extending that respect to the
other. An added advantage at Valpo is the requirement, based in the importance accorded to religion by the institution, that all students take theology courses. At Valparaiso, that requirement
extends also to students from religions other than Christianity, and since we have a goodly number
of international students, that means that our courses in inter-religious understanding usually
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include students who are Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, Jewish and so forth. The presence of such
students is beneficial, promoting respect in the class toward the different religions, and it frequently
provides opportunity for conversation and mutual learning between Christian and other students.
In practical terms, too, we have opportunities on a campus like ours for Christians to be neighbors for Muslims and others, to lend support and guidance for them to become self-sustaining religious communities within American society. There are many examples of Christians doing just
that-providing church facilities for Muslims to use for their prayer, providing support in cases
where people in the community try to stop a mosque from being built there, or helping them to
negotiate their way through the legal processes of establishing and building a mosque. So my hope
is that through the efforts of the Muslims in our community, with support from the university and
concerned Christians in our community, a Muslim student center may eventually be established
adjacent to campus. The Muslim community in Northwest Indiana-which now includes a good
number of Valpo alums-is growing in numbers and confidence, with a number of mosques in different parts of this area. With their combined efforts, with support from others, a Muslim student
center at Valparaiso University should become a reality in the future. Thus Christian students and
Muslim students could share experiences in which their lives of faith, learning and service coincide,
and thus concentrate on some of the convergences, rather than exclusively on differences. Such a
situation provides the ideal in education, it seems to me.
GME: What are the best ways for people who no longer have the option of college courses to learn
about Islam?
TML: Sustained, in-depth study is ideal, but college courses are not the only options for this. It is
possible to set up or participate in a variety of learning programs, and these opportunities are
increasing given the recent upsurge of interest in Islam. Most metropolitan areas as well as some
suburban and rural areas have populations of Muslims and therefore mosques. Most of the mosques
have imams trained in places like Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, etc., who have become immigrants
in America and, in many cases, citizens. Most imams as well as their congregations are eager to
explain their religion to Christians and others. It has worked well in some congregations, for
example, to set up a meeting at the mosque for a group of people, such as the young people or a
bible study group. Having done that, it makes sense to invite the imam and the mosque members to
visit the church in return.
Of course, there are many other ways to learn about Islam, depending on the circumstances.
For private study, or better, reading in a study group, two recent, useful introductory books might
be mentioned: John Eposito, Islam: the Straight Path, and Annemarie Schimmel, An Introduction to
Islam. Adult learning centers could set up short term courses if interest is expressed for that, led by
faculty, retired faculty, or other knowledgeable persons. With encouragement from those who
attend, Elder-hostels could more frequently focus on Islam. While information abounds on the
Internet, a word of warning is necessary, for some sites spread misinformation and slander about
Muslims. These usually can be rather easily recognized, however, by applying two simple tests:
Does the material seek to degrade Muslims (in favor of Christianity)? Is the website sponsored by a
reputable source (for example, the one sponsored by the Wabash Center for Studying World Religions)? Unfortunately, there are also some Muslim websites that attempt to prove the superiority of
Islam by attacking Christian beliefs (a form of da'wa or missionizing that was spawned in the Middle
Ages). Again, these sites can be recognized by the aggressive tone and should not be considered
good sources of information about Islam.
Finally, travel to Muslim lands can be an unmatched learning experience. Difficult as recent
events have made this step, it cannot be improved on for getting a sense of real, down-to-earth
Muslim life. A major goal of the terrorists is to dig an unbridgeable chasm between Muslims and
Westerners. Let us not permit the terrorists to achieve their goals by keeping us from traveling and
learning to know our Muslim neighbors in our world community.
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True Pluralism
a review essay

Gerald R. McDermott
S. Mark Heim. The Depth of the Riches: A Trinitarian Theology of Religious Ends. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2001.

Quite simply, this is one of the most important books on religious pluralism to have been published in the last three decades. It will recast the landscape for years to come; from now on Christian theologians who try to relate Christ to the religions will not proceed successfully without negotiating their way though-or around-S. Mark Heim's proposal.
We can appreciate Heim's significance by considering the history of the problem. Contrary to
what is often thought, the question of what Christians should think of other religions is not new.
The early church confronted religions often as diverse as those of a major metropolis today. In the
second and third centuries Irenaeus and the Greek apologists (Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria) developed theologies of history and revelation that understood God to be at work in nonChristian traditions and Christ, the logos, to be teaching and saving souls outside of Israel and the
church.
During the first millennium, however, most Christians were convinced of extra ecclesiam nulla
sa/us-outside the church there is no salvation. As Cyprian (d. 258) put it, "You cannot have God
for your Father if you don't have the Church for your mother." Cyprian could say this because he
shared the prevailing presumption that the gospel had been promulgated everywhere and that
everyone had the opportunity to accept it. Even Augustine (354-430), who knew some African tribes
had not yet heard, generally restricted salvation to the church: he believed that God had foreseen
that those Africans would not accept Christ if he were offered to them.
In the second millennium attitudes began to change. Abelard (1079-1142} spoke of pagan saints
such as Job, Noah and Enoch. Pope Gregory VII (d. 1085) conceded that Muslims who obey the
Qur'an might find salvation in the bosom of Abraham, and St. Francis (1181-1226} referred to
Muslim "brothers." Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) introduced "implicit faith" and the "baptism of
desire" for those who have not heard but would have embraced the gospel. Dante's Divina Commedia (c. 1314) places Avicenna, Averroes and Saladin in limbo, along with Greek and Roman sages
and heroes from antiquity. Some Anabaptists posited an interfaith church of spiritual Semites with
three covenants: Jewish, Christian and Muslim.
The discovery of the New World and its teeming millions of unevangelized souls stimulated
new thinking about how non-Christians could be saved-by special illumination at the point of
death, for example, or by evangelism after death. On these and other grounds, the likes of seventeenth-century Reformed divine Richard Baxter allowed for some outside the church to be saved.
By the nineteenth century Pius IX had redefined extra ecclesiam nulla sa/us to refer only to
those culpably outside of the church. Vatican II (1962-65) proceeded further to say that the religions
contain seeds of the Word and "may sometimes be taken as leading the way (paedagogia) to the true
God and as a preparation for the Gospel."
In 1983 Alan Race, acknowledging his debt to the European nineteenth-century Christian missionary John Farquhar, formalized and popularized a typology that has organized thinking on this
problem until very recently: pluralism, inclusivism, and exclusivism (sometimes called "restrictivism"). Exclusivists assert that all the unevangelized are doomed to hell, for one must make explicit
confession of Jesus during this life to be saved. This was the position held by Augustine and Calvin.
Pluralists say there are many paths to salvation, many roads to heaven and God. Jesus is only
one. One can be a Buddhist or Muslim and get to God apart from Jesus. Jesus is therefore the savior
of some but not all. Others are saved by other saviors. John Hick, Paul Knitter, Wilfred Cantwell
Smith, and Aloysius Pieris are the best-known proponents of this approach.
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Inclusivists say that Jesus is ontologically but not epistemologically necessary for salvation.
That is, no one is saved apart from Jesus' work and person, but one does not have to know Jesus
during this life to be saved by Him. Salvation is therefore available to those who profess other religions, but only by means of the hidden Christ. If a Chinese peasant who has never heard of Jesus
nevertheless knows from nature and conscience that there is a moral God whose law he finds in his
heart, and realizes that this law condemns him, and throws himself upon this God's mercy, he is
really hearing from Christ and casting himself upon Christ, who is the mercy of God. Jesus saves
him not because he is a good man but because he is among the elect whom He has chosen to save
through his life, death, and resurrection. Jesus has given this man faith and repentance as gifts. Not
all inclusivists put their schemes in precisely this manner, but the following have embraced some
version of what has just been outlined: Clement of Alexandria, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, John Wesley,
C.S. Lewis, Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, J.N.D. Anderson and Millard Erickson.
Recently this typology has collapsed, and the question of salvation has now taken a radical turn.
Joseph DiNoia was the first prominent scholar to signal this new turn, and Heim, in his Salvations:
Truth and Difference in Religion (1995), gave it its fullest explication. They have argued that inclusivism is incoherent because the religions have different ends. Inclusivism seems to suggest that
other religions seek a goal similar to that of Christians-union with an infinite-personal God. How
then is one to make sense of Theravada Buddhists, who do not believe in such a God and have no
such goal? Or of (Hindu) Advaita Vedanta, which teaches that all distinctions-including those
between things, or between souls and God-are illusory?
Not only is inclusivism problematic in view of the plurality of goals in the religions, but closer
inspection seems to indicate (DiNoia and Heim suggest) that all the religions are exclusive in their
claims. That is, if we take religions in their thickest historical and empirical descriptions, we find
that they all teach that their religious goals can be met by following their religion alone (in the
restrictivist sense, consciously appropriating their methods during this life). Hence each religion is a
"one and only"-the only way to its kind of salvation. So inclusivism does not work because it
assumes there is only one salvation to be pursued by all the religions, when in reality there are many.
Neither does pluralism cohere, because it is crypto-inclusivist. It claims to believe in many goals
but actually believes in only one-for Hick, it is reality-centeredness; for Knitter, orthopraxis that
pursues liberation from social oppression; for Wilfred Cantwell Smith, universal common rationality and a universal quality of faith. Each of these goals is very different from what real practitioners of the religions say they are about. While real believers say very different things about the
divine and how to reach it, pluralists insist they are all talking about the same thing. In effect, then,
pluralists deny any pluralism of real consequence. Like inclusivists, they say there is only one end
for all.
DiNoia and Heim argue not only that the religions teach different goals or salvations, but that
there may actually be different salvations. These different ends are not for the same person at the
same time but for different people, or for the same person at different times. And this reality of different ends may be "providentially" provided by God. In other words, Theravadin Buddhists may
indeed experience nirvana, and Muslims may indeed find Paradise. So there are three types of religious fulfillment: lostness, penultimate religious fulfillment through a non-Christian religion, and
communion with the triune God-the last of which only Christian faith may provide.
In The Depth of the Riches Heim, drawing heavily from Dante, adds a fourth end: fixation on a
created good, which alone (not God) binds a soul to hell. Heim's God, like Dante's, keeps none in
hell by external force. Hell is self-governed and its demons are willing captives; its denizens complain but are unwilling to give up their sins and therefore hell.
Heim's theology controls his eschatology-as it should. God, for Heim, is composed of relations-among the three Persons and with creatures. So God's being is communion. This means that
the various ends of the religions represent various dimensions of the triune God. They are different
because they are isolated from the other dimensions of the Trinity and are thereby limited. Yet
because non-Christians focus exclusively on one dimension of the divine, they can come to know
that dimension with a purity unavailable to Christians, who are in communion with the Trinity as a
whole. At the same time, non-Christians cannot experience the abundant life in Christ. Other reli-

gious ends (separate from communion with the Trinity, which alone is properly called "salvation")
are not isolated to one Person of the Trinity, but represent the elevation of one dimension of the
Trinity's relations with the creation.
If the religions represent isolated dimensions of the triune life, they are not wholly true. The
whole truth is the social Trinity, which is the true divine reality at the center of the world's religions.
For example, Buddhist Theravada focuses on the impersonal dimension of God in which creation
can be seen as "empty" at its base. Heim argues that just as human beings contain an impersonal
dimension-their blood chemistry, for instance-so does God, such as when one considers the inanimate creation as not only created by God but "in" God. While Buddhists talk about the emptiness
of reality, Heim suggests that God can be said to be empty because there is no cause for God's acts,
God and person are never exhaustively revealed, and God "contracts" or withdraws in order to
allow creaturely freedom and prevent our being overwhelmed by full experience of His presence.
These are not what Buddhists mean by emptiness but perhaps what Theravadins unwittingly
describe. Hence Theravadin Buddhists teach wrongly when they deny a personal god, but they
touch and describe the true God when they talk about the emptiness of Reality.
Heim does not say that nirvana exists as it is understood by Theravadins, but his proposal suggests that nirvana is a description of a dimension of God that may be seen better by Buddhists and is
really experienced by Buddhists-while at the same time falling short of the fullest end, communion
with the Trinity. Similarly, a Hindu may actually attain union with the divine-with absolute
Brahman, as the Hindu imagines it-but this is a limited and constricted experience of both reality
and God.
Because some of the religions may apprehend more clearly some divine dimensions than Christians do, Heim emphasizes the missionary role of the religions-that is, their mission to the church.
Through them Christians can find more of the truth which Jesus promised He would send through
the Holy Spirit; in this way the religions will help Christians experience fuller communion with
more of the diverse relations in the triune God. Hence Christian mission to the religions will open
up the religions' mission to the church-just as mission has always been the mother of theology.
Greater understanding of God in Christ has always come as the church in the last two millennia has
brought the gospel to new cultures and sought to understand and relate to those cultures in order to
better present the gospel, which has led to better understanding the gospel because of its new context in a new culture.
Just as, for Dante, limbo was a place of real relation to truth and goodness and beauty (but a
place of noble melancholy for souls like Virgil), the religions represent various and real apprehensions of the divine. Yet all religious ends other than the Christian also represent, in varying degrees,
failures of hope and faith. Devotees of other religions globalize one truth instead of seeing the fullness of truth(s) and coming into communion with the fullness of God in the Trinity.
This is why, for Heim, "lostness" means refusal to relate to others or to God. The closer one is
to God in triune fullness, the greater the dimensions of relation and the greater the sense of individuality. Hence the soul that refuses relation will finally lose its own selfhood and identity. This is how
Heim understands annihilation.
How does Heim ground this new approach to the religions? He makes a biblical case for different ends by appealing to the variety of offices in Revelation's picture of heaven (martyrs, elders
and angels), and the variety of gifts in I Corinthians and Ephesians and Romans. But of course these
are portraits of life in communion with the Trinity. More tellingly, he cites Paul's statement (significantly, in the midst of his essay on salvation through Christ) that God "will repay according to each
one's deeds: to those who by patiently doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, He will give
eternal life" (Romans 2:6-7). He interprets this to mean that upright people in other traditions will
not go without reward, as in fact Scripture hints in its depiction of pagan saints such as Abel, Enoch,
Noah, Melchizedek, Abimelech, Job and the Queen of Sheba. Heim also notes that Revelation
20:13 cites two different "locations" giving up their dead-"Death" and "Hades."
What are we to make of Heim's proposal? The first thing we can say is that Heim has finally
given us true pluralism, not John Hick's masquerade of pluralism that is really exclusivist liberalism.
Heim has also charted new ground for Christian understanding of new religions: he has given us a
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way to take seriously religious differences, acknowledge some exclusive truth in the religions, while
at the same time holding on to the exclusive truth of the Trinity. Christians can now say, with perhaps more resolution than before, that while there may indeed be religious fulfillment through
other religions, the utmost of religious fulfillment comes only through Christ.
At the same time, there are problems with Heim's new vision. It is carefully presented, with
remarkable theological sophistication, but there is a strange paucity of biblical references. There is
little or no attempt to wrestle with problematic texts relating to eschatology and rival religions.
They deserve more than just the observation that we find "a confused system of the afterlife" (92).
For example, nowhere in his Dantean portrayal of hell as a prison with no walls but its own desires
(often satisfied) is there any grappling with the biblical imagery of torment and teeth-gnashing. In
method Heim's argument is more Roman Catholic than Protestant: for warrants he goes to tradition (Dante) and theological symbol (the Trinity) with little apparent anxiety to reconcile these with
the biblical witness. (Yet it must also be said that the best Roman Catholic theology takes Scripture
more seriously.)
There is also a certain degree of incoherence on two critical components of his proposal: pagans'
opportunity for salvation and the role of Jesus Christ. Throughout his book Heim asserts that God
offers to everyone the opportunity for salvation, which means for Heim communion with the triune
God. He claims that "no one fails to know the nature of salvation" (283) and "everything is offered"
(256). Yet Heim never explains how, when or where this offer is made. At the same time he asserts
that one's eternal destiny is limited by the religious experience available during one's tenure on
earth (26). The latter claim would suggest that a Buddhist who never hears or understands the
gospel will be limited in eternity to nirvana or some other Buddhist end. At one point in his argument Heim implies that by perichoresis (mutual indwelling of the Persons of the Trinity) the Buddhist will be given the opportunity to know Christ explicitly. But he never explains how or when
this would take place, and it conflicts with his insistence on the finality of one's earthly experience.
Heim is also ambiguous on the role of Christ. He claims on the one hand that Christ is not constitutive of other religious ends (288), but also insists that Christ is always involved in overcoming
sin which blocks other religious paths-not just Christian ones (286). If Christ is the power and
wisdom of God, and there is mutual indwelling of the three Trinitarian Persons, how can Christ not
be constitutive of all religious ends, despite devotees' ignorance of this fact? As Heim himself points
out, the resurrected Jesus was often not recognizable to his disciples-at Emmaus, on the shore of
the Sea of Galilee in John 21, in his appearance to Paul, and to Mary in the garden.
More troubling, perhaps, is Heim's claim that "the Trinity teaches us that Jesus Christ cannot
be an exhaustive or exclusive source for knowledge of God nor the exhaustive and exclusive act of
God to save us" (134). Once again, there is no hard wrestling with biblical texts Gohn 1:9 and Acts
4:12, e.g.) which suggest that Christ is the mediator of all knowledge of God and the only savior. In
addition, one wonders how there can be salvation apart from Jesus Christ when Heim has already
told us that there is salvation only in communion with the Trinity, so that no other religions can be
rightly called salvations. Furthermore, this runs the risk of separating Jesus' redemption on the
Cross from the work of the Spirit in non-Christian religions-the Nestorian mistake which the
Logos theology of the early apologists risked when they distinguished between the logos asarkos
(the eternal Logos apart from its incarnation) and logos ensarkos (the enfleshed Logos). Nestorianism tended to separate the eternal Logos from the human Jesus, following Nestorius' rejection of
Theotokos (God-bearing) as a title for Mary. Karl Barth rightly protested that talk of a logos asarkos
is speculation about "some image of God which we have made for ourselves." The only God we
know is that revealed in Jesus of Nazareth; we know nothing of the second person of the Trinity
apart from His incarnation. But we do know that the Lamb was slain "from the foundation of the
world" (Rev 13:8).
Hence some important lines of Heim's argument are problematic. But theologians of the religions will not be able to avoid this new vision of the religions and their relation to Christian salvation. It has drawn the lines for what may be a new paradigm. And it gives other Christians the permission to think of other religionists as having truth, perhaps even some they do not share, and
finding some good end despite not enjoying the fullness of salvation.

f

Gerald R. McDermott,
who teaches religion
at Roanoke College, is
the author of
Jonathan Edwards
Confronts the Gods

(Oxford University
Press), and Can Evangelicals Learn from
World Religions?

(InterVarsity Press),
which won
Christianity Today's

2001 Book Award for
Mission and
Global Affairs.

Sermon on the Glorious Nativity
Bulus [Paul] al-Bushi
Translated by Mark N. Swanson
Paul, who hailed from the Middle Egyptian town of Bush, was a Coptic Orthodox monk, priest and eventually (from A.D.
1240) bishop of Old Cairo. He was a leading figure in the 13th century revival of literary and theological production in the
Coptic Church-a revival marked by its use of the Arabic language. In addition to theological, spiritual and exegetical works,
Paul is famous for his Sermons for the Dominica/ Feasts, which spread beyond Egypt and have been and continue to be
widely read and used. What follows is translated from the Arabic text published by Manqariyus Awadullah in Cairo in 1972.

Glory

to you, who wcre b<gotten of the Fathcr befo,. the ages, who we,. thls day hom of
the Virgin in the flesh for our salvation. Glory to you, 0 Sun of Righteousness, who have shone upon
us this day with the rays of your divinity, and illumined the inhabited world. Glory to you, 0 Christ the
King, master of the heavens and the earth, who took the image of a slave in order to give your slaves
the freedom appropriate to you. Glory to you, 0 heavenly Creator, who have visited your creatures
fashioned of dust, and promised them goodness so as to become one with the inhabitants of heaven.
Glory to him, the rays of whose divinity-through the virgin birth-have illumined the ends of
the earth, so that [the Magi] came to him, bowing down. Glory to him, on account of whose birth
[scribes] searched in the Law and the Prophets and acknowledged him, worshiping. Glory to him, at
whose birth the inhabitants of heaven sang praise, while the inhabitants of earth bowed down to him.
[After an eloquent prayer that the Lord will give him suitable words with which to speak
about Christ's glorious nativity, Paul continues:]
0 Christ, who was born this day in flesh from the Virgin, I sing your praise with the angels. To
you I hasten with the shepherds. To you I bow down with the Magi. On account of you I search the
Scriptures with the scribes of the Law. Because of your noble advent I sing hymns with the Prophets
and bring forward their testimonies. I proclaim your good news with the Evangelists, and come into
the midst of their utterances. By your most holy name, open my mouth. By your glorious anamnesis, let my lips exult. I cry out with a sound better than the ram's horn. And I rejoice and am glad
in this glorious feast ....
[Paul keeps his promise to "search the Scriptures" and to "sing hymns with the Prophets" by
listing a number of Old Testament testimonies to Christ's Incarnation, beginning with Gen. 49:10,
on which he offers extensive commentary. Then he goes on:]
Exceedingly great is the nobility of this glorious feast today, 0 beloved, and it is incumbent
upon us to venerate and honor it, and to jubilate in it and be glad. For if we find the rulers of this
world and the kings of the earth-who die and whose rule passes away-annually with their
courtiers honoring and recalling the anniversaries of their births (as it is written, "When King
Herod's birthday came, he made a banquet for his notables and the rulers of his kingdom"), how
much more fitting is it for us, from joy and gladness and with all good attentiveness, to celebrate the
birthday of the King of Kings, Lord of Lords and Master of Rulers who governs all creation by his
might; especially since his incarnation and birth were not for his own sake, but for ours. For our salvation he came down from heaven and became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and was born in
flesh to make us to be born in spirit. He humbled himself in order to lift us up. He became united
with our wretched nature in order to give us the gift of the Holy Spirit.
This exalted assembly today is not deprived of the presence of his friends and the rulers of his
eternal Kingdom! Rather, they are present, speaking with us and among us, that they might rejoice
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in the utterances that the Spirit gave them. And who are these? They are his pure Prophets, his most
excellent Apostles and his righteous Friends, who have gazed upon his mystery and whom he has
granted the gift of his Holy Spirit....
[Paul moves on to the witness of the Evangelists and Apostles with comments on Matthew 2
(at considerable length, with spiritual commentary on various details of the story), Luke 2, John 1
and Hebrews 1. From here he moves on to praise of the Virgin:]
Blessed are you, pure Virgin Mary, as it sounds forth in your own prophecy: "From now on all
generations shall call me blessed." Truly you have become deserving of every beatitude and act of
veneration, because you have been named Mother of the one who is before the ages, eternally
begotten of the Father without beginning, and who was born of you in the flesh for our salvation.
0 handmaid of the Lord, his eyewitness and bearer: you are more highly exalted than the inhabitants of heaven, more majestic than the cherubim, of greater virtue than the seraphim, greater than
all the ranks of spiritual angels, more glorified than the chiefs of the patriarchs and prophets,
exceeding in nobility the most excellent disciples and apostles. You are the pride of our race. In you
virginity boasts. In you purity and chastity are honored.
You are the Ark of the Covenant, plated in pure gold, containing the Ten Commandments (Ex.
25:16). You are the golden vessel filled with hidden manna which came down from heaven-pure
gold signifying the nobility of the divinity that came upon you (Ex. 16:33-34, Rev. 2: 17). You are the
staff of Aaron, which sprouted without planting or watering or plowing-as the Word became
incarnate from you without human seed (Num. 17:8). You are the shoot that grew from the stump
of Jesse, which brought to maturity a flower that surpasses every perfume and scent (Is. 11: 1). You
are Mother Zion, in which humans dwelt in the flesh, and it is the Most High who has established
her, as David bore witness (Ps. 87:5). You are the light cloud upon which the Lord went down to
Egypt, as Isaiah prophesied (Is. 19: 1). You are the door closed with the seal of virginity, from whom
the Lord of Glory was born while your virginity was perpetually preserved, as Ezekiel the prophet
saw (Ez. 44:1-3). You are Zion in which the mighty Lord God has dwelt, as was revealed to Zephaniah (Zeph. 3: 17). You are the new heaven from which the Sun of Righteousness has risen upon the
godfearing, as Malachi announced (Mal. 4:2).
[Paul moves from listing the Old Testament types of the Virgin to an exhortation to purity of
the body, soul and senses. He concludes the body of his sermon with an exhortation to right observance of the feast:]
Now, let our feast not be one of amusements and worldly luxury, but rather of the things that
are fitting for the pure, in particular, that we who have kept the fast preceding this honored feast
may complete it with reverence and fear of the Lord, stretching out our hands for the support of the
weak, to the extent that we are able. Let us visit those in the prisons. Let us remedy the poverty of
the destitute. Let us make reconciliation and peace with our brothers and sisters, for the sake of the
Lord who came and made reconciliation between the inhabitants of heaven and those of earth, that
the one who was born in flesh shall bring us near him, and through the Spirit make us children of
the heavenly Father.
We ask the Lord Jesus Christ, through the intercession of the Virgin Mary from whom he was
born in the flesh for our salvation: that he look to us with an eye of mercy, forgive our sins, pardon
our offenses and preserve what remains of our lives; that he preserve all of you and bestow upon
you works pleasing to him, and shining crowns; that he grant us all a share and portion with all his
saints in the eternal kingdom, and everlasting life; and that he give rest to the souls of all the children of baptism; through the prayers of the pure apostles; and all the martyrs, righteous saints, hermits and those who have striven [mujahidin]; and all who have pleased the Lord with good works,
now and in all times and to the age of ages. Amen!
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CALLING
1. Whether you wake thinking to climb the minaret's spiral stairs
or, downstairs, just to check and adjust the tape to feed
into the speakers facing four ways at the top,
who are you then? Five times a day,
you call me to God who is good who is one;
five times a day, you call me to listen, to pray.
Who are you, then, to whose voice I respond,
whose calling I share? Mu'adhdhin,
disembodied one, only a voice in all the countries
I have heard you-bedrooms, schoolrooms, boulevards, bazaarsyou are calling to my heart.

2. But, oh, how can you float
such kites of bright prayer
so surely above the darkness of our sleeping
each dark morning, then draw them home again?
My quiet house must be confluence
for the neighborhood's mu'adhdhin,
as in at every window come your slightly different songs,
lapping together in the freshening dawn,
small harmonious ripples, as where the staid Klang comes
slow and browh from the mangrove swamps
to meet the quick and lively green of the Straits.
3. Susurrant, their long skirts shirring, scarves settling down,
soft shoes slipped off, bare-soled now, these young womenAni, Alina, Dalila, Leili-murmur together in a small room,
worn mats on its cool concrete floor. My students,
but my teachers now, they and their sisters prepare
for three o'clock, your call to prayer, a quiet pause together.
You gather their brothers brilliantly, in long lines of bowing
in a high-ceilinged mosque; these gather themselves in
a small room, a murmur of prayer, distracted or whole-souled
or somewhere in the wide spaces between. When I leave them to pray,
I bear God who is good who is one softly and sisterly into the day.
4. Each evening earlier these waning days, comes the time
for the sunset call, and TV-1, with no preliminary note,
just cuts off all the news of the world on CNN.
I savor the image of a sunset beach, the gentle push and comb
of sea waves placid in the orangey light. But when a strange muezzin
sounds off, his call demanding and professional,
I mute the sound, preferring the craft of your clear voices
flowing, my many mu'adhdhin, over the neighborhood
birdcalls and childcalls and noises of the evening's other traffic-all your voices, your one voice, is real,
the real world calling.

Kathleen Mullen
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singing in a strange land
Charles Vandersee

Dear Editor:
Two days before Christmas, on December 23,
he was shot with a rifle, twice in the lower back,
and paralyzed for life. Bud Ripplemeyer is a
small-town banker, fifty-three years old, lately
divorced and now living with his new woman,
originally from the Indian state of Punjab, on the
Pakistan border.
She, Jane, age twenty-four, should have
saved him. She realizes in retrospect that Bud's
former wife, Karin, "would have read the signals." When Harlan, a local farmer, came to the
front door, speaking "very quietly," with "flat
affect," Jane did see the rifle under his coat.
Harlan commands Bud to go with him for a
drive, and Bud manages to whisper to Jane
(who's putting presents under the tree) to phone
the sheriff: "He's going to shoot me." But she
didn't catch it, and later wonders: "Is it the
wife's job to sort out possible assassins?"
This takes place in Iowa, in the late 1980s,
when times are hard. Bud Ripplemeyer, the
banker, is a "good Lutheran," who ironically has
been introduced to Jane by his own do-good
mother, wanting him to give Jane a job. Harlan,
in debt like many Iowa farmers, is a seriously
"disturbed" man, "who saw himself betrayed by
his banker."
The story would seem to say that even in the
U.S. anything now can happen, even to mild
Protestants. A pious parent can inadvertently
collapse her son's marriage, and a desperate man
can become dangerous, even to a lifelong friend.
Predictably, Harlan after firing two shots "blew
his own head off."
Because of certain other elements in the
story, what we seem to have here is one of the
first American post-9/11 novels, Jasmine, by

Bharati Mukherjee, published in 1989. Certain
of its aspects indicate that this novel would
have been conceived only after 9/11-after
the September 11 catastrophe, 2001-incorporating the World Trade Center, the Pentagon,
and rural Pennsylvania into certain desolating
Asian and Middle Eastern intransigences. A
novel depicting Americans now feeling differently about themselves, vulnerable.
Jane (aka Jyoti and Jasmine) has briefly
had one previous husband, before the one she
takes away from Karin Ripplemeyer in Iowa.
This first husband in Punjab, Prakash, was "a
modern man, a city man," not a religious or
political fundamentalist. But the region harbors dangerously premodern people. "What I
liked was hearing the men talk," Jane recalls.
"Their talk was always about vengeful, catastrophic politics." Before she and Prakash can
leave for their planned new life in the U.S.,
they go shopping one day, and he is killed by a
bomb thrown through the shop door, meant
for her.
Here are examples of the talk that she
liked. Sukhwinder, who has lately visited "Sant
Bhindranwale in the Golden Temple," is a man
Jane characterizes as "the leader of all the
fanatics." Sukhwinder argues that "[t]he
Khalsa, the Pure-Bodied and the Pure-Hearted,
must have their sovereign state, Khalistan, the
land of the Pure. The Impure must be eliminated." "Hindus," he goes on, "are bent on
genocide of the Sikh nation. Only Pakistan protects us."
Prakash rejects this, and historicizes, but all
these intricate local details won't register with
us, American readers: "Sukkhi, there's no
Hindu state! There's no Sikh state! India is for

Charles Vandersee,
at the University of
Virginia, says that
the American
Studies annual

Prospects 2001
has forthcoming
a long strange
article of his
on Helianthus
(sunflower) as
defining emblem
of the U.S.

everyone. Have you forgotten what the Muslims did to Sikhs in Partition? What the
Moghuls did to your own Ten Gurus? Have you
forgotten what Emperor Aurangzeb did, what
Emperor Jehangir did?" Only Aureng-Zebe
might be vaguely familiar here, once recognized
by English literature graduate students as title
and subject of a play (1675) by John Dryden.
The curriculum then was perhaps more multicultural than now.
Sukkhi responds with "peevishness," and
rabidly attempts to define these Moghuls. More
Asian arcana, not to be understood by Americans but to display what a "fanatic" sounds like:

induce a mood of curiosity: What actions follow
the talk of fanatics?
Why, for example, was the bomb intended
for Jyoti? Because she and her husband are out
shopping, to get her a new and elegant sari. It
will be an emblem of their recent marriage,
which itself is emblematic of the "real life we
wanted, needed, to live," exempt from premodern restrictions. But the combative voice of
Sukkhi, a religious/cultural fundamentalist, has
announced his own emblem system, calling "all
Hindu women whores, all Hindu men rapists."
The sari "is the sign of the prostitute," and of
course foulness must be extirpated. He it is,
Sukkhi, who throws the fatal bomb, ideology
They were Afghan slaves, not true Pakistanis.
annihilating friendship.
True Pakistanis are Punjabis, like us. If they
There will surely be post-9/11 thrillers and
were cruel to Sikhs, it's because of Hindu
suspense novels, with chapter after researched
influence on them. Many of them had Hindu
mothers and Hindu concubines who taught
chapter set in the training-and-discipline camps
them to kill Sikhs. Pakistanis were Hindus who
run or franchised by Osama bin Laden. But with
saw the light of the true God and converted.
jasmine
we're considering the serious and ambiSo were Sikhs. Only bloodsucker banyas and
tious life-as-we-live-it novel-the enduring
untouchable monkeys remained Hindu.
writing sought by Emerson in his famous ''AmerThis is an American novel, set mostly in ican Scholar" address of 1837, soon called the
Iowa but also in Florida and New York City. U.S. Declaration of Intellectual Independence:
Mukherjee, one of our most prominent living "What would we really know the meaning of?
novelists, is a naturalized U.S. citizen. Arcane The meal in the firkin; the milk in the pan; the
Asian contestations are not supposed to be ballad in the street; the news of the boat; the
grasped by American readers, any more than glance of the eye; the form and gait of the body."
readers have to figure out the papal wars of the Here's gait: Jyoti on arriving illegally in the U.S.
1860s, in Henry James's novel The American. is rescued by a shrewd Quaker woman in Florida
There a young Frenchman has received an and taught how to walk without being conspic"apostolic flesh-wound" and spent three years uous. "Walk American, she exhorted me, and
on guard duty at the Castel Sant'Angelo in she showed me how.... Within a week she said
Rome. Nor, in Henry Roth's novel Call It Sleep, I'd lost my shy sidle."
In this post-9/11 "life-as-we-live-it" novel
do you agonize over the passages from Hebrew
the
underlying
question, possibly unvoiced in
scriptures and sacred rituals.
The point is that a post-9/11 American novel the text but absorbing both novelist and reader,
will likely be opaque in places, since it feels com- will be something like this: How much normal
pelled to notice more of the globe, but passions life-walking, eating, watching, loving-can still
around the globe are too numerous and myste- be lived in the U.S., now under the sign of vulrious for Americans. Memoirs and documentary nerability, some weird new astrology, threatfilms, autobiographies and histories-these ening daily danger in multiple forms? That is,
genres will focus squarely on the Twin Towers assault technological, biological, nuclear, spiriand Pentagon, and explore what an acquain- tual, and rhetorical.
It can be suggested, of course, though not
tance here in Dogwood has been calling "Muslimism." They will admirably offer new analyses argued conclusively, that life-as-we-live-it has
and insights. Novels, by contrast, often work been different in the U.S. and worldwide since
with indirection. The post-9/11 novel will prob- an earlier date, 1945. Then, a more primitive airably provide enigmatic information about strife craft, the Enola Gay, but again two conspicuous
in and among other cultures, only enough to targets, that time Japanese cities. Since that time
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a new fact gradually discerned: A bomb of the
nuclear type can land anywhere, pulverizing
thousands of bodies.
So, as plausible consequence, why should
humans not yield to this new pressure? That is,
there may be, since 1945, a new psychological
implant in the human creature, sending a persistent message. This message says that the world
may not long survive. Or, you in it may be suddenly shredded, so don't resist temptation. If
you feel like coveting, overeating, ideologizing,
or finding a better "relationship" than the one
you committed to, maybe you should go ahead:
Shop, glut, harangue, hook up. Or is this just
age-old carpe diem rationalizing, having little to
do with 1945, or with the mistakenly demonized
1960s, which was when that implant probably
started taking massive effect?
A particular strength and complication of
the novel Jasmine is a protagonist bearing up
under un-American misery. Will such extremity
now become normal, marking the American
post-9/11 cast of characters? Compared to much
of the rest of the world, America's quota of
misery has been minimal, since recovery from
the Civil War. But Jyoti, besides seeing her
young husband assassinated, has been brutally
and cynically raped, in Florida as she struggles
ashore, an alien especially vulnerable because
undocumented. Soon she narrowly escapes
assassination again, in New York, from a "darkskinned hotdog vendor" near 96th Street and
Riverside Drive, who is none other than stillvengeful Sukkhi.
Since these instances seem to place Jasmine
under the sign of vulnerability, is it any wonder
she's a carpist for every good diem? Instead of
resisting the smitten Bud Ripplemeyer, she
encourages him, despite awareness of the pain
inflicted on his wife. Yet once she takes him (or
vice versa), she refuses his pleas to marry. Bud's
former wife tells Jane to her face that she's a
"tornado"-that distinctive American phenomenon-"leaving a path of destruction behind
you." Maybe this me-first Jane is the quintessential American of the post-9/11 novel: not only
ever-vulnerable but implanted with the capacity
to suppress misery and narcissistically move on.
"In America, nothing lasts," Jasmine observes.
How about that for a new post-9/11 stoicism, or
rationalization? Here are her next two sen-

tences, surely conceivable only in a post-9/11
novel: "We arrive [in the U.S.] so eager to learn,
to adjust, to participate, only to find the monuments are plastic, agreements are annulled.
Nothing is forever, nothing is so terrible, or so
wonderful, that it won't disintegrate."
What about New York City in the post-9/11
novel? How does any novel even partially set in
the Bruised Apple now situate itself in relation
to the disintegrated Twin Towers? Jasmine's
two and a half years in New York are divided
between Queens and the upper West Side of
Manhattan. In Queens (Flushing, to be precise)
is the India ghetto, where uneasy immigrants
rent India films, eat native foods, and crowd
together in apartments to save money. City
icons such as towers, bridges, fashionable
shops, and parks are outside their constricted
milieu. Their lives implode rather than expand.
New York is merely "an archipelago of ghettos
seething with aliens."
Only when Jasmine goes to work as au pair
for an academic/professional couple near
Columbia University does the novel's purview
enlarge. More of New York becomes visible.
Not the World Trade Center, but a ration of
other icons: Riverside Church, Park Avenue,
and Broadway.
So finally one wonders if the serious (nonformulaic) post-9/11 American novel is destined
to incorporate some or all of the following characteristics: Newly global in purview, but
acknowledging only by quick brushstrokes the
inconceivable complexity of non-American cultures and politics and passions. Rife with erasures of icons that now have traumatically
inscribed themselves on American readers in
previously unimagined ways. Driven by characters taking narcissism to previously inconceivable lengths. Collectively, here would be something new in fiction, though parts of the Don
DeLillo oeuvre could be called post-9/11. Expect
a sort of previously unimagined wonder, somewhat disingenuous, that people and buildings,
and usable firkins and pans, still exist.
Here's wonder of another kind: Bud and
Jane in Iowa have adopted a teenage Vietnamese
refugee with astonishing talents in "recombinant
electronics"-actual creativity (not just improvising) by putting parts of one gadget with parts
of another, to form something new. Jasmine is

both friend and mother to him, and has studied
circuitry; one day when they do some soldering
she confesses that she once killed a man (her
Florida rapist). "There's nothing in this world
that's too terrible." Du Thien, who "has seen his
country, city, and family butchered, bargained
with pirates and bureaucrats, eaten filth in order
to stay alive," replies that he too has killed.
"More than one."
Here's no wonder since 9/11: probable
waning of the unsturdy American novelistic plot
of mere relationships. It now looks plastic, and
there's still a vestige of it in jasmine. As au pair
in New York, she has fallen in love with Taylor
Hayes. He and his wife Wylie both come from
"traditional American families," in upstate New
York and Maryland, respectively. During the two
years Jasmine worked for them, "[t]hey loved to
go caroling, holding candles and singing their

THESE LEAVES
These leaves although the sunlight
fluttered, each branch
tightening some birdcall
eaten alive -the leaves
still thin, will prowl all winter
for roots almost bones
almost dry :each leaf
brackish, sharpening itself
will strike through the Earth
as if it could overflow
and you drink without a cup
or hands. Or lips. All night
a river, unbreakable -you break a branch
as paths still fork
reaching for leaves, still mark
where lightening buttresses the Earth
with fountains -you will kneel
lift each leaf, your hands
greener than each day
half out some mountainside already warm
already loose and singing.
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way down Claremont Avenue. In the Christmas
season, New York became just another small
town for them"-midnight church services,
Christmas goose, presents waiting till Christmas
morning.
In this old undernourished plot, only the
family-not the city or nation-feels vulnerable,
and only temporarily. Wylie finds herself in love
with another man and moves with him to Paris.
Husband and daughter are left abandoned,
which is serious, but they start getting over it.
And at least they are not cursed with waking up
in America every morning feeling the way much
of the rest of the world feels, unsafe, vulnerable,
murderous if called upon.
From Dogwood, faithfully yours,

c.v.
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How lonely sits the city that once was full of people!
How like a widow she has become,
she that was great among nations!
She weeps bitterly in the night, with tears on her cheeks . ..
The roads of Zion mourn, for no one comes to the festivals;
all her gates are desolate, her priests groan;
her young girls grieve, and her lot is bitter.

From the first chapter of Lamentations, the
Old Testament lesson for World Communion
Sunday was selected years ago, but it could
hardly be more appropriate than it is today, after
the terrorist attacks of September 11. It reminds
me that the Bible is a living word, not merely a
written word. We can turn to the Bible and find
expression for all our emotions. Here we find
Judah and Zion mourning following an attack
by Babylon in 587 BC; we could change the place
names to New York City, Washington, D.C. and
Pennsylvania and it would speak to us plainly in
this hour.
As an American who loves my country, I
have been heartened by the surge of patriotism
we have seen in the past few weeks. The support
we have offered to our President, Secretary of
State, Secretary of Defense and firefighters,
police officers and others who daily are prepared
to sacrifice their lives for our safety has been
encouraging. We have been flying the flag at our
house, I know many of you have as well. It's been
a little funny to me to see signs in front of fastfood places on the frontage road whose messages
are "God Bless America" and "United We Stand"
rather than "closers wanted from $7.50 an hour."
America has rallied 'round the flag in response
to these attacks, supporting our elected officials
and public servants and I am pleased to see that.
I talked to a friend who lives in Manhattan
the Friday following the attacks. She said that she
was pleased at the outpouring of support for New
York City, because, in her opinion, New York is
always regarded as a little suspect. (Spaulding
Gray calls it "an island between the United States
and Europe.") Since the attacks of September 11
my friend has felt that the rest of the nation has
embraced her city as it never before has.

But I am afraid that in our fervent support
of our nation and its symbol we may be missing
something. If we form a tight circle around the
flag, the way settlers who crossed the Great
Plains circled their wagons 130 years ago in
defense, we will seal ourselves off from
receiving support that is flowing to us from
other nations. We need to defend our nation,
but not at the expense of cutting ourselves off
from the world. Within hours of the attack I
received an email message from the Reverend
Tom Howells, the man who served this church
as exchange pastor from Australia a number of
years ago. Tom expressed his outrage at these
attacks and his support for the United States, his
grief and his prayers. I also received a message
from a Palestinian Christian, an Arab citizen of
Israel who proclaims Christ just as we do. The
man expressed his sadness and support for our
nation and also said that these attacks were carried out by extremists, different than the Muslims with whom he works and lives who are
people of peace. He urged Americans not to
stereotype people of Arab descent as we respond
to these tragedies.
Members of our congregation were traveling in France on September 11, and the support they felt from the French people was awesome and humbling, they said. France flew its
national flag at half staff in the days following
September 11 as an expression of grief and solidarity with the United States. Another friend has
received email messages from Norway and India
offering support, unity and prayers. You see, this
was an attack on the world and we have to stop
thinking of it as ''Attack on America" as the
media would have it. Here is a quick and sloppy
look at how the world has changed. In 1930 the

mourning in Zion

From First
Presbyterian Church,
Oshkosh WI,
Pastor Tom Willadsen
sends us his "best
recollection" of a
sermon he preached
on 7 October. He was
responding not only to
11 September but also
to a conversation
about placing
American flags
in churches.

tallest building in New York City was The
Empire State Building, which took its name from
New York's state nickname. New York became
known as The Empire State after the Erie Canal
was built. The Erie Canal made New York the
only state on the eastern seaboard with a link
between the inland west and a deep water port.
The state thus saw itself as its own empire. [I was
wrong about this. New York is called "The
Empire State" because Henry Hudson is believed
to have said, "What a Great New Empire" as he
looked up the valley of the river that now bears
his name. I like my explanation better, though,
as I said, it was, in a word, wrong.]
Between 1930 and 1975 the world changed.
Globalization is not a new phenomenon, communications and technology have been making
the world smaller for more than a century. With
the advent of the World Trade Center New York
had a new landmark, which proclaimed its identity as a "world" city. Think of it, the largest city
in the strongest nation ever, the seat of the
United Nations; in many ways New York is the
world's capital. And so other nations grieve with
us; other nations feel personally attacked. I have
even heard a report that there were citizens of
110 countries killed in the World Trade Center.
It's good that we have rallied around the flag
in this time of crisis. I even sang along with "God
Bless America" during the 7th inning of a recent
Cub game, hoping that my five-year-old would
ask to learn the words with me. It's good that we
have the flag in the back of the sanctuary where
it honors the sacrifices of people from this congregation who have served in war, but I do not
believe that the American flag is a large enough
symbol for us right now. It simply cannot express
or contain all of our anger, grief, powerlessness,
rage, shock, fear and horror, as Christians, as
Americans, or as residents of planet earth. The
American flag is simply not large enough to
express everything we need to say. But there is a
symbol here that is large enough.
Today is World Communion Sunday. In
every time zone for 24 hours on the first Sunday
in October, Christians celebrate the Lord's
Supper. Here in Oshkosh we unite with people
who do not speak the same language, people
who dress differently, people who live in
nations where it is perilous to be a Christian.
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Right now there are eight people on trial in
Afghanistan for the crime of proclaiming
Christ, the very thing we did last week on Evangelism Sunday, when we were reminded to
"know... tell ... be ... and do" the Good News
of Jesus Christ. Around this table, we join with
Christians in Afghanistan in remembering our
Lord and Savior's sacrifice on the cross.
Today as we gather 'round the communion
table we are doing something a little different,
we have eight different kinds of bread. We have
rice crackers like those used by Christians in
Japan. We have Bible Bread, which looks like a
Rye Crisp, but made with the five grains that
are grown in modern Israel: wheat, rye, corn,
oats and rice; it is unleavened and imported
from Israel. We have matzo, which sort of looks
like a saltine with an attitude-imported from
New Jersey-and is very similar to what Jesus
used when he transformed the Passover Seder
into what we now call the Sacrament of the
Lord's Supper. There are five other kinds of
bread on the plate that will be passed, so I urge
you to be patient as the people who receive the
plate before you make their selections. Perhaps
you will pick a wafer like those used at the Episcopal Church down the street, or an oyster
cracker like those used at the Community
Church. Whichever you pick you will be proclaiming your unity in Christ, not only with the
Christians in this sanctuary, but with Christians
all over the world.
As we celebrate we look back to Jesus' life
and remember. We look back to the cross and
remember betrayal, grief, pain, abandonment,
shock, and disappointment. We also look back
to a cross that is empty, because we affirm and
celebrate the resurrection, because betrayal,
grief, pain, abandonment, shock and disappointment are not the final word_
We live on the other side of the cross.
We live and receive our nourishment around
this table, where there is always room for those
who exalt Christ and seek to follow him.
Though we live in a frightening new age, we
know the stronger, deeper truth of the love of
God our Creator, the new life from our Savior
and the ongoing strength and power of the Holy
Spirit. Thanks be to God. Amen.

f

give peace a chance

Fredrick Barton
I don't like the fact that I take melatonin in
order to sleep at night. I don't like the fact that I
eat St. John's Wort in the morning to yank me
from the fog and lift my spirits just enough to
navigate the day. I have spent the most exquisite
weeks in the last decade traveling each summer
to Europe and the Mediterranean, on three occasions for extended periods into Muslim countries, and I don't like the fact that I may not soon
feel comfortable doing so again. I don't like the
fact that across the globe millions, maybe hundreds of millions of people hate me because I am
American, would feel exultation were I to die as
have my countrymen at the hands of suicide terrorists. In the aftermath of the September 11,
2001, terrorist attacks on signature American
buildings, in a season of fear fueled by acts of
bioterrorism against American media figures and
governmental officials, I am asked to fill this
space with reflections about contemporary
cinema, and I don't like the fact that I haven't the
heart for it. I don't like the fact that the events of
September 11 have stimulated me to question all
the previous hours I have sat in darkened theaters
watching the product of someone else's imagination and all the subsequent hours I have sat
before computer screens and offered up analysis
and criticism of how someone else disciplined his
or her imagination with the application of craft. I
don't like questioning the worthiness of how I've
lived such a significant portion of my life.
So in the absence of commentary about the
product of someone else's imagination, let me
share a moment in my own imagination, the most
unbidden kind, a dream. On the night of September 11, 2001, as we waited for our president
to address the nation and tell us what we were
going to do about armed men in our midst with
the intent to do us harm, as we waited for him to
lay out the course of action by which the guilty
would be apprehended and justice would be

applied, I roiled in sweat soaked sheets, the words
of colleagues reverberating in my brain. "When
we go after Bin Laden," an angry friend insisted,
"we best prepare ourselves to accept reasonable
levels of collateral damage." In other words, we
must turn hard hearts to the deaths of innocent
people, women and children among them. "We
should deal withAl Qaeda the way Jordanians
did with Abu Nidal," another ftiend argued. "We
need to kill their fathers and mothers and wives
and sons and daughters and aunts and uncle and
cousins. We need to make it personal. We need to
make them understand that if they lift a hand
against us, they will pay with the blood of
everyone they might have ever cared about."
I was appalled by these declarations, but in
my own horror at the shedding of American
blood on American soil, I left them unchallenged. And thus with guilty conscience I lay
tossing until the president took the podium and
stood before the TV cameras of my subconscious. And he said, "My fellow Americans, I
stand before you tonight and join with you in a
state of profound mourning. At times like these,
we must cling most fiercely to the principles we
hold closest, for failing to do so endangers
losing our way, risks becoming something other
than what we most aspire to be. I am a Christian. I gave my life to Christ, and he enabled me
to become the father and husband I might not
otherwise have been. He gave me the power to
overcome my problems with alcohol and drugs.
He gave me back a life I had endeavored to
squander. First hand, I know the redemptive
power of Jesus. I take seriously all the things he
taught us about how to live, and among them I
know that he directed us in the fifth chapter of
Matthew to 'Love our enemies, bless them that
curse you, do good to them that hate you and
use you and persecute you.' In response to that
directive I have asked my military advisers to
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calculate the cost of a war on the government Yonder." I am warm friends with all these men,
of the nation of Afghanistan and tonight just as I am with the Dean of Science who sat next
announce that the people of the United States to me and who, like me, three decades ago had
of America will donate that exact amount opposed the War in Vietnam and avoided the miltoward, not the destruction, but the reconstruc- itary draft of the era. As the music soared toward
tion, of a war-torn land."
its closing notes, I leaned close to the Dean of SciNeedless to say, my dream did not come true. ence, and said, "I'd like to stand too. When are
I did not vote for George W. Bush, and I do they going to play "Give Peace a Chance."
In the hours and days afterwards, I
not count myself among his admirers. I hardly
believe, however, that AI Gore, or even Jimmy recounted this exchange to appreciative laughs
Carter, for that matter, would have given the from those of my ad~inistrative colleagues who
speech in my dream. Moreover, the speech Pres- served in the armed forces. But that was last May,
ident Bush did give was commendable for its and now we reside in the post-September 11
moderation and the distinction he carefully world, a world where presidenti~i cabinet offisought to draw between Osama bin Laden's cials publicly censu~e comedians for making
legion of terrorists and other peoples we might jokes about Americah foreign ,policy, a world
identify as either Arab or Muslim or both. But where Newsweek writer Jonathan Alter headthe president did outline plan of war, and we lines a columrt "Blame America at Your Peril" and
have since followed a course of military action attacks what he characterizes as the "left-parthat has led to the deaths of non-combatants. ticularly on college campuses" as "unforgivably
The media's isolation from covering this war out to lunch" and as engaging in an "ignorant
prohibits us from knowing if casualties among and dangerous appeasement of the terrorism of
the civilian population number in the scores or September 11." I find that kind of stereotyping
the hundreds or even thousands. But the longer extremely discouraging. As Minnesota Senator
we fight, the more we bomb, the more innocents Eugene McCarthy said about American foreign
will die. And I fear we are sowing hatred like policy in 1968, "Those who support the war in
Jason planting dragons' teeth in the soil of Vietnam do not have a monopoly on patriotism."
Colchis; I fear ten cqnverts to Bin Laden's jihad In the post-September 11 world, those who dare
for every innocent soul lost to an erra.n t missile. to question the wisdom of our actions in
'
I
And I fear something else, something alto- Afghanistan do not surrender their right to
gether other. I fear the repercussions of the words mourn the victims of the World Trade Center
and Pentagon attacks, do not surrender the right
appearing in the paragraphs above this one.
to swell with pride at the heroism of our firemen
and
police officers and those airline passengers
In the aftermath of September 11, 2001, in a
worrisome atmosphere of expectation for con- who brought their plane to the ground in the
formity that squelches among the most sacred of Pennsylvania countryside and in so doing saved
American freedoms, I am asked to fill this space the White House or the Capitol.
In fact, my mourning for the victims of terwith reflections about contemporary cinema.
And I haven't the heart for it. Instead I find rorism propels my concern that more bloodshed
myself in melancholic remembrance about the will not serve America's interests, certainly not
graduation ceremonies last May at the Univer- in the long run. Ariel Sharon has been far more
sity of New Orleans where I serve as Dean of the aggressive than any recent Israeli prime minister,
and his country has not been less safe in the last
College of Liberal Arts.
The local Marine band provided entertain- twenty years. President Bush has warned us that
ment for the occasion, and in a musical interlude the struggle in which we are how engaged will
after the speeches and before we began awarding prove a long and frustrating one. I could not
degrees, the band began to play a medley of armed agree more. Our goal is to create a safer world,
service anthems. Oh the platform, members of one where different cultutes carl share the same
our administbition stood as the music played for air, can live side by side in peace rather than
the military branch in which they served. The armed conflict. President Bush and I disagree
Provost and the Dean of Education rose for "Over that we can accomplish that world by making
There," the Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs war in Afghanistan, however much we may both
for "The Marine Corps Hymn," the Athletic despise the religious perversion practiced by an
Director for "Off We Go, Into the Wild Blue ill-educated militia of thugs called the Taliban.

a

42143

The Cresset Christmas/Epiphany 12001-2002

Three and a half decades ago General William
Westmoreland stated our goals in Southeast Asia
as "winning the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people." We made war in Indochina for
over ten years without realizing that goal, war
that cost us not only the lives of more than
50,000 young people but our standing in the eyes
of third world citizens across the globe. We
entered Vietnam as heroes, the celebrated champions of freedom; we exited as defeated bullies.
Now we find ourselves needing to win the hearts
and minds of another, far more multitudinous
people. And in endeavoring to do it, we must
recall the lesson of Vietnam that for all our might
we cannot do it with our bombs and our bullets.
In the aftermath of September 11, 2001, I
am asked to fill this space with reflections about
contemporary cinema. And I haven't the heart
for it. I have heart for little, it seems, in a sudden
environment where radio shock jocks have taken
to labeling as "commies" those who question our
current military policy in Afghanistan, in a
sudden environment where Newsweek's
Jonathan Alter decries a "shallow left stuck in a
deep anti-American rut." If my choice is to be
either "right" or "left," I forthrightly choose the
latter to avoid the company of Rush Limbaugh,
Jesse Helms, Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell.
But in so doing I am indignant about being typified as either "shallow" or "anti-American."
In response, let me make some declarations
I presume the "right" would endorse as properly
pro-American. If by some surreal happenstance
I found myself with the opportunity to do so, I
would not hesitate a single instant before personally shooting Osama bin Laden, any member
of his inner circle or any of his brainwashed "soldiers" preparing a terrorist attack. In that martial spirit, I would certainly endorse any commando attack directly on Bin Laden's stronghold. Furthermore, in a position sure to make
some of my friends on the "left" uncomfortable,
I think no effort should ever be made to bring
Bin Laden to trial; our objective should be to kill
him if and when we can. In addition, in a position sure to make some of my friends on the
"left" blanch, I think that as we apprehend members of the terrorist cells responsible for September 11, we should try them not in conventional criminal courts but in military tribunals
with their different rules of evidence and procedure which will allow a greater prospect of protecting our intelligence gathering process.

Moreover, in a position that will spur those
in the "left" who adhere to the demands of the
political correctness movement to cast me from
their midst, I join Salman Rusdie in declaring that
"Yes, this is about Islam." Osama bin Laden has
been trying to make this struggle "about Islam,"
and he is succeeding. We are foolish to pretend
otherwise. Ten thousand armed Pakistanis mass
on the Afghanistan border in answer to a
mullah's call for jihad. Twenty thousand Muslim
Indonesians parade in the streets of Jakarta
chanting "Death to America." Muhammad Atta's
father says, "The Mossad kidnaped my son and
stole his papers. Then they spread those papers
out at the World Trade Center in order to make
it seem like he did it." A wealthy Egyptian surgeon and founder of a Cairo mosque avers, "The
Branch Davidians attacked the World Trade
Center." Muhammad Sayed Tantawi, Egypt's
highest-ranking cleric, has defended suicide
bombers as "martyrs." The list of such statements
and attitudes seems endless. In short, the Islamic
world is in crisis and is practicing a chaotic
denial. Fundamentalists rule in Afghanistan and
Iran, and fundamentalist revolutionaries are
active wherever people read the Qur'an. To
understand this phenomenon, Americans should
consider what our country would be like if the
Ku Klux Klan controlled the government, David
Duke were president, and "Christian" ministers
defended his policies from their pulpits.
And all of that is precisely why I think we
should reconsider making war on Afghanistan.
Not because we shouldn't endeavor to kill
Osama bin Laden and sever the head of al-Qaeda
from its viperous body, but because we should
heed the words of an Islamic cleric who warns,
"Don't say that one should not kill civilians and
then kill civilians yourself." As I write, in perhaps
their most provocatively cowardly acts yet, the
Taliban are hiding their tanks in mosques and
sequestering their ragtag army among the civilian
population. They obviously care not one whit for
the people they rule. Like the madman who
keeps police at bay by holding a pistol to the head
of child, the Taliban dare us to hurt innocent
people in our determination to go through
Afghanistan's Muslim militia in our pursuit of
Bin Laden. In our own cities our law officers
would hold their fire. And infuriating as it is,
that's what we ought to be doing in the streets of
Kabul and Kandahar. We must not let Bin Laden
goad us into creating converts for his cause.

In the aftermath of the September 11,2001, than the short. Focusing on economic exigencies
I am asked to fill this space with reflections of the moment since the end of the Cold War,
about contemporary cinema. And I haven't the American foreign policy has emphasized stability
heart for it. My editors at The Cresset have rather than democracy. That needs to change
hoped I would devote my commentary here, at instantly. The Islamic world is dominated by dicleast in part, to Jack G. Shaheen's Reel Bad tator states that keep their populations poor,
Arabs, a systematic examination of how Holly- politically silenced and increasingly unhappy.
wood films have defamed people of Middle- And as Rushdie writes about the Islamic revoluEastern ethnicity and Muslim faith. Shaheen's tionaries, "Poverty is their great helper." In sum,
exhaustive look at over 900 films is completely the enduring lessons of September 11 should be
convincing but must wait for the passage of a a renewal of American commitment to its
considerable length of time to become again rel- founding principles about freedom and the purevant. In his comments on Ed Zwick's flawed suit of happiness-for the people of the Islamic
(but not nearly as vicious as claimed) "The world as certainly as for ourselves.
Siege," for instance, Shaheen complains "The
But for now, we make war, and I take melagreatest threat to our country comes not from
outside forces but from domestic terrorism." tonin to sleep at night. For now, we make war,
Throughout the text Shaheen objects to Holly- and I eat St. John's Wort in order to navigate the
wood's callous association of Muslim rituals day. In the aftermath of September 11, I am
with terrorist acts, a more convincing analysis in asked to fill this space with reflections about
the days before Bin Laden's Muslim clerical contemporary cinema, and I haven't the heart
apologists moved such connections from the reel for it. I haven't the heart for it, and I question
the direction, activities and heretofore preworld to the contemporary real world.
Still, Shaheen is correct in convicting Amer- sumed accomplishments of my life. What am I
ican cinema of demeaning prejudice against doing and to what end? Despair beckons me
people of Middle-Eastern parentage. But in my with the crooked finger of resignation.
acknowledging that fact I am absolutely not
And into the gloom an unbidden light
embracing what Alter attacks as "the mindless shines. I think of joking with the Dean of Science
moral equivalency... of what lefties mean when about wanting to stand to "Give Peace a
they talk about the chickens coming home to Chance," and I find myself falling into a surroost." I doubt that negative American cinematic prising, smiling reverie about the University of
images of Arabs played much part whatsoever in New Orleans, the institution where I have
the September 11 attacks. And when I address earned my living for the last quarter century.
American attitudes and policies that had a greater, Founded in 1958, the University of New Orleans
if still obviously indirect, connection to the events is a public institution of more than 17,000 stuof September 11, I still denounce any interpreta- dents, the second largest university in the state
tion of that analysis as meaning that "we had it of Louisiana. Its educational mission is expressly
coming." Whatever else is debatable in this night- urban, to provide state supported higher educamare, it is incontestable that the people who died tion for the people of the state's largest metroin airplanes and on the ground at the World Trade politan area. Over the last decade our graduate
Center and the Pentagon had nothing coming programs, particularly those in the arts, have
save the stolen expectation of continued life.
begun to attract students from across the nation.
But vigorously defending American inno- But our student body at the undergraduate level
cence in these events should not preclude us remains predominantly local. The majority of
from worrying about why so many practicing our students live off campus, a great many in the
Muslims hate us, examining policies that may homes of their families.
UNO opened its doors as the first racially
have exacerbated this enmity and endeavoring
to find ways to ease hostility toward our nation. integrated public university anywhere in the
Everyone should read Fareed Zakaria's long ana- South. In a metropolitan region that is nearly
lytical essay in Newsweek, "Why They Hate Us: 40% black, inside city boundaries where 62% of
The Roots of Islamic Rage-And What We Can the population is African American, the minority
Do About It." (15 October 2001) In sum, that proportion of UNO's student body has now
article encourages a foreign policy that adopts reached 35o/o. Throughout its history, UNO has
pragmatic strategies for the long term rather awarded a significant proportion of its degrees
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to students, of whatever color, who are the first
in their family to graduate from college. The
baccalaureate achievement of an individual student is such a source of family pride for her parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts and uncles,
that the family members arrive at commencement ceremonies in throngs to watch their
gowned relative walk across the stage. The 1,500
students who graduate from UNO at each of our
two annual commencement ceremonies fill the
floor of our basketball arena. Their family and
friends fill the 10,000 spectator seats.
My own graduations were formal and
somber affairs with dignitaries offering
thoughtful remarks about where my life and the
lives of my peers might lead, what challenges we
might expect to face, what kind of people we
ought strive to become. UNO graduations are
like pep rallies. The spectators arrive for the
event as if they are attending an athletic contest,
outfitted with whistles, bullhorns, cowbells and
homemade banners of congratulations. As a
dean and a member of the platform party, I enter
the arena for the formal procession down the
center aisle the full length of the auditorium.
The house lights are turned down, and spotlights
sweep the hall. "Pomp and Circumstance" can
barely be heard over the roar that greets our
robed appearance. We veterans of this ritual
understand that the cheers are for the program's
beginning rather than our august persons, but
the thrill is still considerable, our own tiny taste
of what Michael Jordan must still feel when he's
introduced at the beginning of a basketball
game. Inevitably, joyously, I laugh when the
Provost introduces me to present the graduates
of my college, and the Liberal Arts students rise
and scream as if the Saints have just scored a
touchdown. And when I laugh, my students yell
louder, an unannounced contest to see how long
their hollering can sustain my mirth. They are
not cheering for me, of course, since, in the busy
way of contemporary academia, I have interacted with very few of them. They are cheering
for themselves, for their moment now come, for
the diploma they are about to receive, for their
ticket to a life better than that of those who bore
them, those who stand above them in the darkened arena and whose voices join them in
ecstatic proclamations of triumph.
Why, when I am supposed to be composing
reflections on cinema's connections to the terrifying world divide between the secular Christian
West and the Islamic East, do I think about grad-

uation ceremonies at the University of New
Orleans? Because the events of September 11,
2001, have insisted that I scrutinize the details of
my life far more closely than I commonly
manage. I know the academic world pecking
order perfectly well. And the university where I
work is a distinctly third-tier institution. Though
I have seldom fretted about not spending my life
at one of our nation's elite private universities or
even at a well-funded flagship state research university, I have often regretted not having found
employment at a smaller institution with a
greater emphasis on liberal studies, in particular
at never having been hired as a faculty member
at my alma mater, Valparaiso University.
But today, with life seeming so much more
tenuous, I reflect not on what might have been
but on what is. And I find myself swelling with
pride for what the University of New Orleans
and all its third-tier sisters endeavor to accomplish. For we are the brightest beacons of American democracy. Urban universities all over our
country are educating the children of the
working class, providing them with communication skills and training them in the technologies
that will enable them to rise above their station
in the century to come. Hearts hardened by
mindless hatred, the madmen who flew planes
into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon
struck feeble blows at the America of the
moment. Had their diabolical flights truly flown
on the breath of an angry God, they would have
smashed down all those many schools like UNO,
for in egalitarian ways more extensively important than what happens at Harvard and Stanford, UNO and its sisters train the America of a
yet superior future. And we are far too many for
the enemy to topple.
I don't know how soon I will break the cycle
of melatonin and St. John's Wort. I don't know
how long this perilous passage in our nation's
history will last. But even though my heart is
heavy, I can see certain things more clearly than
before September 11. Always strong, my love of
country is greater yet. The American flag that
was alienated from many of my generation and
from many in the minority population by the
lapel pins of Richard Nixon supporters in the
1970s, now waves from the car antennae of my
African-American students as often as it does
from the cars of their white peers. It also adorns
my own lapel, cherished, reclaimed. And I will
wear it proudly, Mr. Alter, even as I insist that
we should yet give peace a chance.
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means peace." While this is technically incorrect, the President is on
the right track. Islam, or more
properly al-islam describes the
appropriate stance for humanity in
relation to its Creator and Lord:
"submission." Such submission correlates with the recognition that
human beings, each and all, come
from God and will return to God.
As such, our lives are lived within
limits established by the Creator.
When we recognize this fact, and
strive to submit ourselves-our
prayers, our ritual sacrifices, our
living, and our dying-to God, we
are practicing Islam. It is this practice that leads to individual and collective peace, and thus it is not
strange that ultimately "submission" (or al-islam) and "peace"
(that is, al-salam) are formed from
the same consonantal root.
Such competing presentations
of Islam are no doubt confusing.
For what it is worth, my own view

provide guidance by which human
beings can ascertain the Shari'a.
While the number of signs is in
some sense indeterminate, Muslims
have generally agreed that four
deserve primary attention: The
Qur'an, or the "speech" of God;
the sunna or exemplary practice of
the Prophet Muhammad; al-'ijma,
or the "consensus" of the Muslim
community; and al-qiyas, or the
process by which Muslim religious
specialists attempt to establish
analogies between the precedents
set by Qur'an, sunna, and consensus, and new or current historical realities. Such agreement establishes a framework within which
Muslims debate the practical implications of their faith.
In such debates, disagreements
can be quite radical. There is thus no
reason to doubt the sincerity of
those who eschew connections
between Islam and Muhammad
Attah, Usama bin Ladin, and others.

believed the United States and its

is that Islam, like other religions,

But there is also no good reason to

allies to be at war with Muslims.
Such a war, leaders of the World
Islamic Front declared in February
of 1998, requires every Muslim to
struggle by any means available to
him or her, in order to kill Americans and their allies, to "plunder
their wealth" and undermine their
resolve in any country where that
may be possible. And, perhaps most
famously, the type of fighting to be
done in this struggle is one in which
the distinction between civilians
and soldiers is off the table.
From another point of view, of
course, Islam has nothing to do
with Muhammad Attah, Usama bin
Ladin, the World Islamic Front, or
any group that thinks along the
lines just described. President
George W. Bush said it: "Islam

gives rise to a variety of interpretations. Indeed, the prophet of Islam
is supposed to have validated such
diversity, declaring that "difference
of opinion in my community is a
source of blessing." This means that
Muslims can and do, in both past
and present, find warrants for a
variety of practical judgments.
They agree on certain basics. For
example, all Muslims agree that
there is an ideal mode of behavior
which all human beings ought to
follow; this is called al-Shari'a. Usually translated as "Islamic religious
law," the term is better understood
in its broader sense as "the path that
leads to refreshment" or to Paradise. Again, all Muslims agree that
God has filled the world with
"signs" (al-ayat) which serve to

doubt that Attah, et al, were and are
devout and sincere Muslims as well.
Judgments in such matters are really
questions of specific norms established through tradition. Thus, the
question is not "was Muhammad
Attah a sincere Muslim, a believer in
God, or was he an ideologue, cynically cloaking his political platform
in the language of religion?" Rather,
is
"granted
the
question
Muhammad Attah's piety, was his
judgment about the requirements of
Islam in the context of contemporary international politics correct?"
Even more concretely, the question
is "can Islam justify the kinds of
attacks carried out on September
11, which rest on the notion that
there is no distinction between civilians and soldiers?" Here, the answer

booklines
After September 11, 2001 it is
said, Americans live in a different
world. Things have changed. Now,
we know our vulnerability as never
before. Now, we know that some
people hate us. And in that world,
Islam occupies a special, even an
odd, space. From one point of view,
Islam is the religion of those who
planned and executed the dreadful
attacks on the World Trade Center
and the Pentagon. Muhammad
Attah, now considered the proximate ringleader or commander for
the attacks, is described as a devout
person who inscribed on his doctoral dissertation (in urban and
regional planning) lines from the
Qur'an expressing the sense that all
of life comes from and belongs to
God. Following directives like those
issued by Usama bin Ladin and
others associated with the "World
Islamic Front," Mr. Attah evidently

is clearly "no." From earliest times,
Muslims who found themselves
involved in war were reminded of
the saying of the Prophet: "Do not
cheat or commit treachery; do not
mutilate or kill women, children, or
old men." The distinction between
innocents, here defined as those
who are not combatants, and guilty
is foundational for Islamic thinking
about war. And thus Muhammad
Attah, Usama bin Ladin, and their
colleagues bear a heavy burden.
They must convince their fellow
Muslims that contemporary international politics creates a special
emergency in which they are justified in claiming an exemption from
the normal rules of war. Are they
Muslims? Yes. Did they follow
Islamic teaching on September 11,
2001? Not in my judgment and,
more importantly, not in the judgment of most Muslim authorities.
The complexities involved in
such discussions lend themselves to
the purposes of this essay, which are
to point the reader toward sources by
which she or he may gain perspective
on the tradition of Islam. It is important in beginning to note a few basic
facts about Islam, not least that there
are now approximately seven million
Muslims in the United States. Most
of these are immigrants or the children of immigrants from the more
traditionally Islamic societies of the
Middle East and South Asia. But
there are large numbers of African
American Muslims, as well as Anglo
or Euro-american converts among
these seven million. It should also be
said that Islam is the fastest growing
religion in the U.S. and Canada,
leading to demographic projections
that by 2020 (or thereabouts) Muslims will outnumber Jews, as well as
numerous smaller Christian denominations, in the religious population
of North America. Worldwide, the
numbers are similarly large, with
claims of anywhere from 800 million
to 1.5 billion Muslims (depending on
who is doing the counting.) While
such numbers are rather uncertain,

the import is clear: internationally,
Islam competes with Christianity for
dominance. In numbers, the two traditions are quite comparable.
What should one read, in order
to gain understanding of such a phenomenon? It is worth saying at the
outset that certain standard reference tools are essential. While The
Cambridge History of/slam and The
Encyclopedia of Islam (2nd edition)
are too expensive for individuals,
every library should have copies.
And individuals can own the three
volumes
of
Marshall
G.S.
Hodgson's The Venture of Islam
(University of Chicago, 1974) which
is the best concise treatment of the
history of Islamic civilization. Following are some more specific recommendations, organized for the
sake of convenience through a
rather loose utilization of the four
signs or "sources" for the comprehension of divine guidance mentioned above: the Qur'an; the sunna
of the Prophet; the "consensus" of
the Muslim community; and the
reasoning of religious specialists.
the Qur'an
Muslims are usually described as
people of the book. Actually, the
label says a lot about Muslim views
of history, and of God's way of
relating to humanity. According to
Islam, God has always been
speaking; to put it another way,
God's speech is eternal. In the heavenly realm, this speech is recorded
on a "preserved tablet," which is
itself the "mother of books." In
human history, the divine speech is
mediated through the discourse of
prophets, the greatest of whom
found communities and leave scriptures: Moses, who brought the
Torah to the people of Israel; Jesus,
who brought the Gospel to the
"people of the messiah"; and in
these latter days, Muhammad, who
brought "an Arabic Qur'an" to the
community of Muslims. This Qur' an
(literally "recitation" or "lecture")
proclaims the basic elements of true

religion: the oneness of God, the
imperative of moral responsibility,
and the reality of divine judgment.
In doing so it confirms the original
or true version of previous scriptures. As the "decisive criterion" by
which differences between Jews,
Christians, and others can be settled,
the Qur'an also corrects misunderstandings or errors that crept into
the previous scriptures over time.
Interestingly, the Qur'an confirms that previous prophets were
given miraculous powers by which
they convinced people that the
word they preached was from God.
When challenged to demonstrate
similar powers, Muhammad cited
only the Qur'an. "You create one
like it," was his response to critics.
And Muslims have always celebrated the unique rhythmic power
of the ·~abic Qur'an." At the same
time, they have insisted that it is in
some sense "untranslatable." There
are at least two reasons for this: the
first, eminently practical, is that an
understanding of the language of a
text is critical for the task of interpretation. One who wants to argue
about doctrine or practice in a normative mode must ultimately refer
to the language of the original, even
as most Christians would insist that
an authoritative reading of the Bible
must ultimately refer to the Hebrew
(with some Aramaic) and Greek of
the Old and New Testaments. The
second reason, however, has to do
with the aesthetics of the Qur'an. To
get at this point, one must consider
that for most Muslims throughout
history, the Qur'an has not been so
much read as heard. Its sound, its
phrasing, its music if you will,
affects not only the cognitive but the
affective aspects of personality. The
testimony of Muslims is that the
repeated recitation of the Qur'an
has the power to change lives. In it,
human beings encounter God, or
more properly, God's speech.
That being the case, those who
do not speak Arabic are at a disadvantage from the start. But the

reader need not despair. Most Muslims understand only a little of the
Arabic they hear when the Qur'an
is recited. To learn Arabic and to
memorize the text of the Qur'an are
works that Muslims aspire to. But
most, like most of the readers of this
essay, have to start with something
they can understand, and try to
appreciate the Qur'an in that way.
There are many translations of
the sacred texts available to English
speakers, and none is without merit.
Many American Muslims prefer the
translation by the Indian Muslim
Abdullah Yusuf 'Ali. Usually presented in a volume that includes this
convert's commentary and various
appendices on the way the Qur'an
was revealed, its relationship to the
Bible, and on the early history of
Islam, this translation is eminently
understandable, and especially resonant with themes in Christian
faith. At the same time, one would
not say (in my view, at least) that
Yusuf 'Ali's translation communicates anything approximating the
"music" Muslims insist accompanies the hearing of the Qur'an.
For that, most English-speaking
scholars insist that the best translation is actually by a non-Muslim.
A.]. Arberry's The Koran Interpreted
is generally considered by Muslim
and non-Muslim scholars alike to be
the best approximation we have to
the real thing. Other translations,
for example that of N.J. Dawood or
of the British convert to Islam M.M.
Pickthall, suffer from limitations
similar to that of Yusuf 'Ali.
Before rushing out to purchase
Arberry, however, one might consider that the Qur'an is not exactly
the kind of book many people can
read without a guide. (For that
matter, neither is the Bible, as generations of devoted people who
began to read in Genesis 1 and
quickly bogged down in the
genealogies of following chapters
will attest.) For my money, the best
way for many to begin is with a
book like Kenneth Cragg's Selec48149 The Cresset Christmas/Epiphanyl 2001-2002

tions from the Qur'an (Collins,
1988). Cragg, who was for many
years a teacher in a Christian college
in the Middle East, has a real feel for
the religious sensibilities called forth
by the Qur'an. Reading his book is a
powerful way of connecting with
Islam, particularly for Christians.
Then, too, the Qur'an is the
basic text of Muslim doctrine, a
unique source for learning something about Muslim conceptions of
God, of human nature and history,
the requirements of justice, and the
like. In that vein, I recommend one
of the many books by the late Fazlur
Rahman, a major figure in twentieth century Muslim circles who at
one time served as Minister of Education in Pakistan. When his modernizing or reformist ideas ran afoul
of more conservative elements in
the Pakistani government, Rahman
came to the University of Chicago,
where he taught until his death in
1988. Rahman's Major Themes of
the Qur'an (Bibliothequa Islamica,
1980) presents a systematic version
of the Qur'anic perspective on various themes of theology. It is indispensable for those who wish to
engage Islam at the doctrinal level.
the sunna
The sunna, or example of the
Prophet, derives its formal authority
from verses in the Qur' an that
exhort Muslims to refer questions
of judgment to the Book and to
God's Messenger. Such verses led
later generations of Muslims to collect reports of the Prophet's words
and deeds; an entire science grew up
around sifting through these reports
in order to distinguish those that
were "sound," and thus suitable for
evaluating Muslim practice, and
those that were "weak," and thereby
not useful for practical judgment.
Translations of several of the standard collections are now available in
English; while none of these enjoys
the scholarly approval of Arberry's
translation of the Qur'an, they are
certainly worth consulting. Perhaps

the easiest way to do so these days is
on-line, for example at the website
maintained by Professor Alan
Godlas of the University of Georgia
(http://www.arches.uga.edu/-godlas/).

Godlas' website is useful for a
number of other resources, as well.
The general point to be made
here, however, is the importance of
knowing something about the life
and work of Muhammad, along
with the Qur'an. Indeed, biographies of Muhammad were customarily utilized in order to ascertain
the "occasions of revelation," that
is, the situation in which various
passages of the Qur'an were
revealed. It is of course true for
Muhammad, as for other figures in
antiquity, that the data available for
a biography that meets the standards of modern historiography is
slim. Indeed, almost everything we
have comes from Muslim sources,
and thus is best thought of as
"proclamatory" or "edifying" literature, rather than as the equivalent
of modern biography. Nevertheless,
scholars and believers alike use
these sources-what else can they
do?-in the attempt to ascertain
that which can be known about "the
last prophet." In this vein, W.M.
Watt's Muhammad: Prophet and
Statesman (Oxford, 1961) and
Maxime Rodinson's Muhammad
(Pantheon, 1971) have been standards for years. More recently, these
have been surpassed by F.E. Peters,
Muhammad and the Origins of
Islam (State University of New York,
1994), which includes an appendix
discussing the quest for the historical Muhammad. Muslims reading
these accounts inevitably feel that
something is missing; to get something more like the feel of a traditional Muslim approach, one
should read Martin Lings,
Muhammad: His Life Based on the
Earliest Sources (Allen and Unwin,
1983) or A. Guillaume's translation
of the very early account by Ibn
Ishaq (d. 767), Life of Muhammad
(Oxford, 1955).

consensus
Dimensions of Islam (University of
Here we want to talk about North Carolina, 1974) provides a
Muslim practice through the good survey of this movement, or
centuries. What remains constant? really set of movements of "lay"
What have Muslims agreed on, in piety in Islam. Martin Lings' A
terms of normative Islamic practice? Moslem Saint of the Twentieth CenThe subcategories are huge. Let us tury (Allen and Unwin, 1961) is also
consider just a few.
good, by way of showing the continOne of the constant features of uation of the phenomenon in more
normative Islam is the search for contemporary settings.
God's "law." The term shari'a and
the accompanying theory of signs or analogy
Analogical reasoning is the usual
sources by which divine guidance
may be comprehended have already way Muslims spoke about the applibeen described. There are numerous cation of traditional sources to new
books that describe the evolution of challenges. For our purposes, the
this theory in terms of the develop- category provides opportunity to
ment of Islamic "law." Joseph mention a few select books dealing
Schacht's book, The Origins and with Muslim responses to specific
Development of Muhammadan contemporary issues. Certainly one
Jurisprudence (Oxford, 1950), while wants to attend to the development
dated, remains one of the best. But of Muslim political thought in the
one should also read more recent modern period. For this, the two
books, for example Wael Hallaq's books I find most useful are Albert
Authority, Continuity, and Change Hourani's Arabic Thought in the
in Islamic Law (Cambridge, 2001) Liberal Age (Cambridge, 1983) and
and Bernard Weiss's The Spirit of Hamid Enayat's Modern Islamic
Islamic Law (University of Georgia, Political Thought (University of
1998). None of these is truly intro- Texas, 1982). Both provide surveys
ductory, so many readers may find that manage to impress readers with
them hard going at first. But they the breadth and depth of Muslim
are solid, scholarly works.
political discourse.
Along with "law," Muslims have
As Enayat, in particular, shows,
historically been interested in philos- one of the most consistent themes in
ophy and theology. Again, there are modern Islamic thought deals with
not many truly basic works. W.M. the nature and purposes of an
Watt's Islamic Philosophy and The- Islamic state. This was not a category
ology (2nd edition, Edinburgh, of classical Islamic thought, which
1985) is perhaps the closest. But proceeded under the auspices of an
Richard Frank's Beings and their imperial regime in which Islam was
Attributes (State University of New the established religion of a
York, 1978) certainly gives good sprawling realm known as the terricoverage to theological discourse. tory or abode of Islam. Classical disAbdulaziz Sachedina's Islamic Mes- cussion focused on the "caliphate,"
sianism (State University of New or governance of this vast yet unified
York, 1981) analyzes the historic realm. Since the Cairo Conference
development of central themes in (1921) and the Turkish Republic's
the Shii or minority tradition in abolition of the last vestiges of impeIslam. And Eric Ormsby's Theodicy rial Islam (the Ottoman sultanate,
in Islamic Thought (Princeton, 1984) and with it the last visible claimant
touches on issues that will interest to the caliphate) in 1922-24, the
most Christian and Jewish readers.
reality in the historically Islamic
Devotion or piety is the object of lands has required discussions of
the many studies of Sufism in Islam. individual states. Questions about
Annemarie Schimmel's Mystical constitutions, parliamentary proce-

dures, establishment of Islamic
norms, and the like are the order of
the day. At the same time, one must
say that the liveliest discussion of the
Islamic dimension of these questions
often seems to occur among people
who are out of power, and thus functioning at the level of popular movements. Because of this, discussion
often turns to justifications of revolutionary struggle and the right of
the people to change an existing government for one more to their liking.
One example of a popular movement that succeeded in taking the
reigns of power occurred in Iran,
with the revolution of 1978-79 and
the subsequent establishment of the
Islamic Republic of Iran. The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of
Iran, translated by Hamid Algar, was
published by Mizan Press in 1980.
The political theory that lies behind
it, and the developments leading to
the establishment of the Islamic
Republic, are discussed in a number
of works. One of the best is Roy
Mottahedeh's The Mantle of the
Prophet (Simon and Schuster, 1985),
which follows the career of Islamic
dissent through the life of one student of Shii Islam. Along the way,
Mottahedeh's readers will be introduced to a number of other works
important to understanding recent
developments, including the treatise
of the late Ayatollah Khomeini on
Islamic Government (available,
along with other speeches and
writing of Khomeini in Islam and
Revolution, trans. H. Algar, Mizan,
1981). Shaul Bakhash, Reign of the
Ayatollahs (Basic Books, 1984) is a
wonderfully readable discussion of
the quest by Shii leaders in the early
days of the Republic to find an
Islamically acceptable way to address
injustice through land reform.
Shahram Chubin and Charles Tripp,
Iran and Iraq at War (I.B. Tauris,
1988) help one to understand how
nine years of war helped to alter the
course of political development in
the Islamic Republic. All these works
together provide insight into one

special, albeit highly instructive case
in interpreting the meaning of the
phrase "Islamic State."
Another issue in which Muslims
and non-Muslims alike have been
deservedly interested has to do with
debates concerning gender roles in
Islam. Here, one of the best books
for non-Muslims to read is still Elizabeth Warnock Fernea's Guests of
the Sheik (Doubleday, 1965), in
which ;J,n American woman accompanies her husbaqd to a village in
southern Iraq. While he pursues the
collection of data for his doctoral
dissertation in anthropology, she
(t~at is, Fernea) is invited ipto the
society of women in the village. The
account of friendships formed and
changing attitudes is enchanting
and illuminating. Of course, in the
end, those who want to understand
Islamic discourse regarding gender
roles must attend to the discussion
of Shari'a aq10ng contemporary
Muslims. Here, two works by Ziba
Mir Hosseini are to my mind the
best available. In the first, Marriage

on Trial (St. Martin's, 1997) Mir
Hosseini studies legal practices in
Morocco and Iran-two "poles" of
the Islamic world, one could say. In
the second, more recent work, Mir
Hosseini explores the various
schools of thought in contemporary
Iran regarding gender roles. This
quite lively debate will serve to
show the independence and creativity of Islamic scholars, traditionalists and reformers apke (Islam and
Gender, Princeton, 1999).
To come back to September 11,
what about Islamic perspectives on
war? Here I refer the reader to the
translation of two relatively recept
Shii freatises in jihad anq Shahadat:
Struggle and Martydom in Islam by
Mehdi Abedi and Gary Legenhausen (Institpte for Research anq
Islamic Studies, 1986). Such treatises
begin to get the reader in on a long
and complex debate among Muslims about the Shari'a in relation to
the justification and conduct of war.
And finally, what about the
future? Readers who want to under-

stand the appeal of Islam to many
Americans, particularly those of
African descent, will still benefit
from reading The Autobiography of
Malcolm X (Grove Press, 1965.)
While there is much in Malcolm X's
experience with Elijah Muhammad
and the Nation of Islam (the leadership of which has now passed to
Louis Farrakhan) which Muslims
would reject, the depiction of the
pilgrimage to Mecca and Malcolm
X's thoughts on the promise of
Islam with respect to the problem
of racism in the United States presents a powerful picture of normative Islam, one carried on in the
vision of W.O. Fard, the religious
leader of something like 75% of
African American Muslims.
The list goes on. Islam, the Muslims like to say, is like the ocean.
Works like those listed above represent a few drops-enough to get a
taste, and hopefully to advance the
cause of understanding.
John Kelsay
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on coversThese four icons-front and back covers and two below-can all be found in the Church of Abu Sefein in Old
Cairo. Inscriptions (if you can read them!) are in Arabic and Greek. Dates listed here have been approximated from
dates written on the icons, which correspond with the Coptic and Islamic calendars. These works are examples of the
rich tradition of painted art in the Coptic Orthodox Church and have been meticulously preserved on film by Linda
Langen and Hans Hondelink. The rapid aging of these beautiful pieces make the work of art historians invaluable to
the conservation of the Copts' cultural heritage.
Linda Langen and Hans Hondelink studied art history and archeology in the Netherlands. From 1986 to 1991
they worked in Egypt, photographing and cataloguing the icon collection of the Coptic Museum (Cairo) and several
other icon collections from churches and monasteries around Egypt. The catalogue was published in 1991 by the
Supreme Council of Antiquities Press (available only in Egypt). Hans also worked in the monasteries of the Wadi
Natrun valley, documenting medieval wallpaintings and assisting in their preservation. Both have lectured on Coptic
art and culture. They lived in Zambia for a time, assisting with cultural development among the Tonga tribe in the
Gwembe Valley. Linda is now a freelance essayist on local archeology and Hans is a consultant for architectural heritage and townplanning. They live in the Netherlands with their children Merit and Jasper.

Icon of the Annunciation, not signed by writer and not
dated, Cairo, Egypt, paint on wood, 45x50cm. In this architectual setting, Gabriel approaches the Virgin Mary, making
the gesture of speaking with his right hand, a staff in his
left. Mary gestures acclamatio with her right hand. The Holy
Spirit, above haloed heads, takes the form of a dove.

Icon of the Nativity, not signed by writer and not dated, Cairo, Egypt,
paint on wood, 45x50cm. Against a desert landscape the Virgin Mary
lies on a bed with the Christ Child nearby wrapped tightly in cloth.
Magi and angels surround them. At the bottom, Joseph looks on as
two midwives wash the Child. To their right are an ox and a donkey.
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